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world premiere of Belles Soeurs: The Musical in English. It may be used solely for educational purposes. 
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Educators of English as a second language might find pages 4-8 useful in their classrooms, and educators of 
literature or drama may be more interested in the subsequent pages.

To reserve tickets at a reduced rate, or for questions, comments, citations or references, 
please contact Lucie Lederhendler:

514 739 2301 ext. 8360 or llederhendler@segalcentre.org.
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Don’t forget to go even further 
behind the scenes with 

Centre Stage, 
the Segal Centre’s new blog. 
Interviews, videos, and more!

segalcentre.tumblr.com

http://segalcentre.tumblr.com
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Character List

Germaine Lauzon
Germaine is an old-fashioned housewife 
living in Montreal in 1965. She doesn’t 
have much in life, but she has just won 
one million trading stamps and invited 
all her family and neighbours over to help 
her paste them into books. She wants 
to provide a better life for her daughter, 
Linda, but they do not share the same 
point of view. Germaine believes Linda is 
disrespectful and unladylike and does not 
approve of her boyfriend, Robert.

L i n d a  L a u z o n
Linda is Germaine’s daughter. She has 
a wider world-view than her mother and 
neighbours. She hates living at home and 
abiding by her mother’s old-fashioned 
ways. Linda enjoys going out to clubs, 
smoking and her boyfriend Robert. She 
has just found out she is two months 
pregnant, and she hasn’t told Germaine. 
She does not want to have a baby and 
end up trapped like her mother and the 
rest of the women in her life.

R o s e  O u i m e t
Rose is Germaine’s sister. She is also 
old-fashioned in her thinking about being 
a woman in society. She is in an unhappy 
marriage and does not like her husband, 
but she became pregnant as a teenager 
and had to marry him. She dreams that 
when she gets her fortune, she will take 
a vacation all by herself, maybe to the 
Canary Islands.

Pierrette Guérin
Pierrette is the youngest of Germaine’s 
sisters. She had a falling out with 
Germaine and Rose a long time ago when 
she decided to live a more cosmopolitain 
life. When she was a teenager, she fell 
in love with an older club owner named 
Johnny. She danced at his nightclub 
until she was cast aside for the younger 
female dancers. This is the first time 
she has seen her sisters in years. She 
is sympathetic to her niece when she 
discovers that she is pregnant.

T h é r è s e  d u b u c
Thérèse is Germaine’s sister-in-law. She 
is in an unhappy arrangement as well. 
Her mother-in-law, Olivine, had to move 
into her home due to her poor health 
and now it is her responsibility to feed, 
bathe, and chaperone her. She says that 
when it’s her turn to get her fortune that 
she will put Olivine in a home.

O l i v i n e  d u b u c
Olivine is Thérèse’s 93-year-old mother-
in-law. She is in a wheelchair and cannot 
look after herself anymore, so she lives 
with her son and daughter-in-law. She 
bites.

                   The family
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Character List

des-neiges verrette
Des-Neiges Verrette lives alone and pines 
after a brush salesman named Monsieur 
Simard. Her neighbours suspect some-
thing is going on between them, but she 
is offended when they ask, saying she is 
a respectable lady. He visits her once a 
month when he is in town and sometimes 
she even buys a brush. She longs for him 
to stay with her and get married instead 
of continuing his life as a traveling 
salesman.

Angéline Sauvé
Angéline arrives late with Rhéauna, whi  
to the party. It is revealed that she has 
secretly been a regular at the nightclub 
Pierrette works at for the last four years. 
When she is ousted in front of the group, 
Angéline tries to explain her actions, but 
eventually gives in to their conservative 
ways.

Rhéauna Bibeau
Rhéauna arrives late with Angéline 
to Germaine’s party because she was 
attending a funeral. She feels betrayed 
when she finds out that Angéline, who 
she lives with, has been going to a night-
club over the last four years.

Lisette de courval 
Lisette is wealthier than her other 
neighbours. She adorns herself in fox 
stoles, has been to the Canary Islands 
and Europe and enjoys a classier life than 
that of her fellow neighbours. She claims 
she doesn’t enter contests, but even she 
steals from Germaine.

Yvette Longpré
Yvette’s daughter, Claudette, just got 
married, but she didn’t invite any of 
the people at the party to the wedding. 
Claudette and her husband won a trip to 
the Canary Islands for their honeymoon. 
When Yvette gets her fortune, she plans 
on paying off the wedding expenses.

                   The neighbours

Marie-Ange Brouillette
Marie-Ange is the first to arrive at 
Germaine’s party. She is a housewife 
who lives on Germaine’s street and has 
kids as well. She is bitter and jealous of 
Germaine’s good fortune. She is the first 
to start stealing Germaine’s stamps.
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Synopsis

Mme. Germaine Lauzon discovers that she 
has won a contest, giving her one million 
stamps that can be exchanged for home 
goods. There is a catch: each of these one 
million stamps must be torn off of its roll, 
licked, and pasted into books in order for 
her to redeem them for products. 

Realizing the magnitude of this task, she 
calls her relatives and neighbours for a party 
at her house. While she thinks this sounds 
like great fun, the guests are not so sure. 

They gradually arrive at her apartment, and 
as she becomes increasingly excited about 
all the things she can now buy, they become 
increasingly jealous.

(Song: Free)
Germain’s daughter Linda comes home and 
Germaine enlists her help as well, but Linda 
already has plans to go out dancing with her 
boyfriend Robert. Germaine disapproves, 
remembering her estranged sister, Pierrette, 
who also liked to go to nightclubs. Linda 
and her mother fight.

(Song: I Hate Her)
Germaine sends Linda away for Coca Cola 
and extra chairs.

(Song: It’s a Dull Life) 
As the ladies wait for the party to start, 
their jealousy grows, because of their 

discontentment with their lives, which are 
filled with ungrateful children, abusive 
husbands, and thankless housework. 
Germaine goes upstairs to dress. 

They chat, or rather, listen to Yvette describe 
her daughter’s wedding.

(Song: Claudete’s Wedding Day)
Germaine comes back downstairs, 
overdressed for the occasion. They pray 
before they begin pasting the stamps. 
Their rosary is interrupted when Olivine, 
Germaine’s nonagenarian mother-in-law, 
falls out of her wheelchair and down the 
stairs.

They begin pasting the stamps.

(Song: Do I Look Like a Girl)
Germaine gets sick of the ladies’ jealousy, 
and the women threaten to leave. Germaine 
pleads for them to stay, and they begin 
to daydream about what they would do if 
money were no object. Rose teases Des-
Neiges for having a crush on Monsieur 
Simard, a travelling brush salesman. Marie-
Ange takes advantage of this distraction to 
pocket a roll of stamps.

(Song: My Traveling Salesman) 
Linda finally returns with the pop and 
chairs. The ladies all criticize her 
appearance, habits, and attitude towards 
her mother. Germaine and Linda leave the 
room to have a fight.  
Marie-Ange steals another roll of stamps, 
and is caught by Yvette, but convinces the 
others to do the same. All except Lisette, 
who is embarassed by her working-class 
surroundings.

(Song: Ashamed)
Rhéauna and Angéline arrive, having just 
come from the funeral of a neighbourhood 
woman who died at the moment of the 
announcement of her winning BINGO 
number. Linda makes a sarcastic comment 
that inspires the ladies to tell the cautionary 
tale of Pierrette.

At that moment, Pierrette enters the 
apartment.

(Song: The Ballad of Pierrette)
Pierrette is the picture of confidence in 
the face of jugemental stares. She teases 
Angéline, and outs her as a regular at the 
night clubs. The ladies are horrified.

(Song: In a club)
Rhéauna gives Angéline an ultimatum, 
that if she ever goes back to a club, their 
relationship will be over. 

The pasting continues in awkward silence, 
when Germaine remembers that Robert 
called for Linda ages ago, and has been 
waiting on the line. Linda picks up and says 
that although she cannot make their date 
tonight, it is urgent that they talk. 

The ladies start gossiping about a 
neighbourhood girl who wore a short skirt 
last summer and seems to be pregnant now. 
They tell Rose that her son could very well 
be the father.

(Song: If Life Was a Movie)
Lisette wonders who’s going to the enormous 
bingo game scheduled for the next week.

(Song: Ode to bingo)
The ladies steal more stamps.

Pierrette takes Linda aside, having realized 
that Linda is pregnant, and gives her the 
number of an abortion doctor. Germaine 
sees them talking and tries to put the kibosh 
on any future friendship between them.

(Song: Johnny)
(Song: Why, Why, Why?)

Germaine discovers that all of her stamps 
are gone, and erupts in anger.

(Song: The Stamps Are Mine)
The women rush out of the house, stamps 
in hand, leaving Pierrette, Linda, and 
Germaine alone.

Germaine pleads to Ste-Thérèse, and finds 
her comfort in forgiving her sister and 
daughter.

(Song: I Should’ve Asked for the Moon)

Welcome to 
 the world      of a 

Million 
Helpless    

Wives
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Belles sœurs

Maudite vie plate!

Merci mon Dieu!

Baptême

Pour l’amour de Dieu!

Sisters-in-Law

“Damned boring life!” 
Quebecois slang.

“Thank you lord!”

Literally “baptism”. Quebecois 
slang, used for emphasis or 
incredulity.

“For the love of God!” 

Trading stamps

Loafer

Acetate / Rayon

Bray

Tether

Novena

Anomalies
Slog

Seine

Jezebel

n. An adhesive stamp given out by 
retailers as an alternative currency 
for goods.
n. A lazy person; someone who 
does not have a good work ethic.
n. Synthetic materials, often used 
for fabrics.
v. To make an abrasive loud noise, 
as the sound of a donkey’s cry. 
In French, brailler is slang for “to 
cry.”
n. Also used to describe annoying 
or tiresome speech, such as 
complaining. 
n. A leash used to restrain the 
movement of an animal. 
v. To restrain via a tether. 
n. A nine-day prayer cycle in the 
Roman Catholic tradition.
n. Unusual results.
v. To continue to do a tedious 
action, often slowly and with great 
determination, as with slow, steady 
steps making progress forward.
Pn. A river that runs through 
France.
Pn. An epithet describing a wicked 
woman, from the Hebrew tale of a 
women who used her sexuality in a 
persuasive way.
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   Comprehension Questions

How many stamps does Germaine win?

Why does Germaine call her neighbours?

What will the neighbours get in exchange for helping 
Germaine?

Who recently got married?

Who does Linda want to meet? Where?

What does Germaine send Linda to get?

Why does Germaine leave the room?

Who calls for Linda?

What do the ladies do before they can begin pasting?

What interrupts the 7 o’clock rosary?

Who does Des-Neiges Verrette have a crush on?

In what circumstance did Madame Baril die?

Who does Germaine reference as a cautionary tale for 
Linda?

What was the name of Pierrette’s first boyfriend?

How does Pierrette embarrass Angeline?

Why does Rhéauna leave?

What do the ladies say about Monique Bergeron?

What is their favourite game?

What does Thérèse do while Germaine is distracted?

What does Pierrette realize about Linda?

Where did Pierrette meet her ex?

How many stamps is Germaine left with?
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Production History 

Michel Tremblay’s Les Belles-Soeurs has been translated into more than 30 languages and presented in over 25 
countries. With productions in places as far flung as Tokyo and Tel aviv, budapest and bangkok, dublin and des Moines, 
it is the most produced Québecois play on the world stage, and continues to be staged regularly across Canada. as the 

play approaches its 50Th birthday in 2015, a look back at some key moments in its illustrious life:

1965 
At the 

age of 
23, Michel 
Tremblay 

writes Les 
Belles-
Soeurs; 

the play is 
repeatedly 
turned down 
for production.
Above: a street in 

Montreal, 1965. 
by Jimmy Deschenes.

1968
March 4.  

Les Belles-
Soeurs 
is given 
a public 
reading by 
the Centre 
d’essai des 
auteurs 

dramatiques 
at the Centre 
du Théâtre 

d’Aujourd’hui.
Photo: Tremblay, 

André Brassard, and cast. 
larevolutiontranquille.ca.

1968
August 8.

The 
production 
premieres 
at Théâtre 
du Rideau 

Vert, Directed 
by André 

Brassard. The 
run sells out in 

two days. Photo: 
The cast. 

rideauvert.qc.ca.

After 
corpse after 

corpse piled on stages 
in the city by lifeless actors 

animated by soulless producers, 
finally a breath of fresh air from 

the Rideau-Vert opening the 
season with what can only be 
described as a masterpiece.

-Jean Basile in Le Devoir, 
August 30, 1968.

“

“

1973
April 3. 

An English 
version, 
translated 

by John Van 
Burek and 

Bill Glassco, 
premieres at the 

St. Lawrence 
Centre in Toronto 
(also directed by 
André Brassard) 
Photo: Monique 

Mercure played 
Rose Ouimet in 
French and in the first 

English translation. 
usherbrooke.ca.

After much fighting 
for funding (government 

granting bodies calling the play 
an un-flattering 

reflection of 
Quebec), 
the original 
production 

hits the world 
stage; it arrives 
in Paris to be 
presented at 

l’Espace Pierre 
Cardin. Photo: 
pierrecardin.

com.

                  a Timeline
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Production History

1989
The Guid 

Sisters, a 
Scottish 
version of 

the play, 
translated 
by Martin 

Bowman and 
Bill Findlay, 

premieres at 
the Tron theatre 
in Glasgow. 

Photo: The clock 
tower of the Tron 

Theatre. wikipedia.org.

2014
October. 

Belles 
Soeurs: The 
Musical, 
an English 
adaptation of 
the musical 
adaptation 
(with book 

adapted by 
Brian Hill and 

lyrics and music 
adapted by Neil 

Bartram), a Copa 
de Oro production, has its world 

premiere at the Segal Centre.

1991
June 1. 

A revised 
English 

translation 
premieres 
at the 

Stratford 
Festival, 
directed 
by Marti 
Maraden.

Photo: 
Downtown 

Stratford, 
Ontario. 

Google.com.

2010
Belles-

Soeurs, 
the French 
musical 

adaptation by 
René Richard 
Cyr (book, 
lyrics, and 

direction) and 
Daniel Bélanger 

(composer) 
premieres 

at Théâtre 
d’Aujourd’hui. 
Photo: belles-soeurs.

ca. by Valérie Remise.

2012
This 

production 
heads to 

Paris before 
touring 

extensively 
throughout 
  Quebec.

1992
A Yiddish 

transla-
tion, Di 

Shvei-
gergins, is
 presented 
by the Dora 
Wasserman 

Yiddish 
Theatre at 
the Saidye 

Bronfman 
Centre for the 

Arts (now the 
Segal Centre.) Photo: The cast, 

from DWYT archives.

The 
Guid Sisters is 

presented at Montreal’s 
Centaur Theatre. Photo: Dorothy 

Paul, by Alan 
Wylie.

                  a Timeline

The Life and Legacy of 
La Vie et Vitalité de 

An Exhibit. 
Michel Tremblay’s hit, ground-breaking play 
Les Belles-Soeurs turns 50 next year! 
To complement the world premiere of Belles 
Soeurs: the Musical, the Segal Centre has 
created an exhibit of photographs, posters 
and other artifacts from some of the many 
chapters in the illustrious history of Quebec’s 
most produced play.
 
Take a trip down to the Segal Centre ArtLounge, 

and a tour through this iconic play’s extraordinary 
life!

Curated by Caitlin Murphy.

Les Belles-Soeurs:

image: Dawson Theatre Programme.
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Historical Context
Québec in the 1960s

TIMELINE
1960

The liberal party wins 
the Quebec general 
elections, making 
leader Jean Lesage 
(left) the new Premier, 
and taking over from 

Maurice Duplessis.
The Rally for National 

Independence is founded to 
promote Quebec independence from 
Canada.

1962
The Montreal Metro and Champlain 
Bridge are built.

1963
The Front de libération de Québec 
(FLQ) begins their attacks on March 
7TH. 

1964
The Ministry of Education is created 
as an entity seperate from the 
Catholic church.

1965
The year Les Belles-Soeurs is set.
The maple leaf flag is adopted as 

the national flag of Canada, 
replacing the previous 

version, which featured a 
prominent union jack.

1966
Union Nationale wins 
the Quebec General 
Elections, under the 

leadership of Daniel 
Johnson.

1967
Expo 67  brings over 50 

million visitors to Montreal.
Charles de Gaulle incurs the 
disapproval of Prime Minister 
Lester B. Pearson when he supports 
Quebec autonomy, shouting Vive le 
Québec libre! from Montreal City 
Hall.
René Lévesque founds the Quebec 
party Mouvement Souvraineté 
-Association. 

1968
Les Belles-Soeurs 

premieres at Théâtre du 
rideau vert on August 
28TH (left).
Pierre   Trudeau 
becomes   Prime 
Minister   of Canada.

The Université du 
Québec is created.

THE QUIET REVOLUTION

Quebec of the 1960s was rife 
with change, beginning with the 
1960 provincial election of the 
Liberal party with Jean Lesage, and 
later René Levesque, at the helm. 
Industrial and urban development 
occured simlutaneously to the 
period known as the Quiet 
Revolution. 

The Quiet Revolution was a 
reaction to the previous Premier’s 
conservatism and favouritism 
towards rural ridings over the urban 
centres. Control over healthcare 
and education was taken from the 
Catholic Church and given to the 
secular government. Meanwhile, 
an ideology of Quebec National 
Sovereignty began to replace the 
idea of Quebecois “purity” that had 
run through the Duplessis era. 

Taking sovereignty to the extreme, 
a small group of Marxist-Leninist 
extremists began a concerted 
guerilla campaign, in six waves, 
that began in 1963 and lasted 
until the arrest of their leaders in 
1970. 

Through the 60s, Quebec’s 
economy became more centralized, 
with reforms such as Hydro-Quebec 
and The Quebec Pension Plan. 
Changes to the Labour Code gave 
unionized workers the right to 
strike. 

--Yesterday it was the 
turn of the Anglo-Scottish 

banker to leave his name on 
the hills of Montreal. Today 
it is the turn of the Quebec 

Nationalist to leave his name 
on the passport of a new 

Laurentian Republic!

“

“

An excerpt from a scene at an FLQ ral
ly i

n
 Beautiful Losers by Leonard Cohen, 1966.

Working-class housing in the Plateau, M
on

tre
al

at Hotel-de-ville and Napoleon. Base image: m
aps.g
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gle

.c
om

Jean Drapeau, Lucien Saulnier, bishop Paul-É
mile

 L
ég

er

and Lucien L’Allier visit the fi rst m
étro,

 1965
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Historical Context
Women in the 1960s

Abortion 
In the second act of Belles Soeurs, 
we find out that Germaine’s daughter 
Linda has discovered that she is two 
months pregnant. She doesn’t want to 
have the child, but in 1965 abortion 
was illegal; there weren’t many options 
if a woman wanted to terminate 
a pregnancy and the options that 
did exist were secret, under-ground 
and often dangerous. Hundreds of 
desperate women put their fates in 
the hands of so-called “back-alley” 
abortionists, doctors of sometimes 
questionable qualification. Information 
about these doctors was usually passed 
along by word of mouth, as we see in 
the play’s hush-hush moment between 
Linda and her aunt:

It all had to be done in secret for fear 
of criminal charges, and women’s 
lives were often put at risk by botched 
abortions; many even died from the 

procedure.It wasn’t until 1969 that 
Prime Minister Trudeau made abortions 
legal, but this was only for very specific 
circumstances. Access was still 
severely limited. Dr. Henry Morgentaler, 
a fierce proponent for women’s rights 
opened his own abortion clinic in 
Montreal, and repeatedly went against 
governmental decrees by offering safe 
abortions. He is a legendary figure in 
Canadian history who served jail time 
for his beliefs, and was instrumental 
in the eventual granting of access to 
abortion for all women.

In 1976, the Attorney General of 
Quebec made abortions performed by 
doctors in clinics legal. 

Drinking and Bars
In the play, the women are scandalized 
when they learn that Pierrette, who 
they all see as a disgraced woman, 
recognizes Angéline from the club 
that she frequents. In 1960’s 
Quebec, much of the population, 
like the women in the play, were 
strong believers in the Catholic faith 
which condemned drinking as a sin, 
especially for women. Furthermore, the 

many taverns in Montreal (which were 
like bars but only served beer and no 
food) were even “men only” (women 
were not allowed to enter – a rule not 
reversed until 1979!). 

To be drinking, dancing and cavorting 
in a seedy club, full of ‘low-lifes’ and 
loud music was thus not only seen as 
unbecoming of a woman, but also, by 
many, as a sure sign of moral depravity 
– as Rose exclaims in the play, “Clubs 
are the road to hell!” 

Legal Status
In 1964, a major milestone in women’s 
rights was marked when Bill 16 was 
passed by Quebec’s National Assembly, 
giving married women the same rights 
as their husbands. Previous to this, a 
woman’s legal status was like that of 
a minor. That same year, another law 
was passed that forbade discrimination 
against women in employment, but it 
wasn’t until 1975 that women were 
also guaranteed equal pay by law. Until 
then, severe wage disparities (with 
women earning approximately 65% 
of what men did) continued to exist. 
Divorce in Quebec wasn’t legal until 
1968.

LINDA: I’ve got a friend who took care of 
it herself once.

PIERRETTE: No, no, no. You’re not 
doing that! I know a doctor. I got his 
number here.

Above: the window of Taverne Davidson on 
rue Ontario Est. By Miss Noctambule at 
lespromeneurs.ca

Above: Illustration, artist unknown. “Une seule robe: Sept toilettes!” 
from Photo Journal no. 38, vol. 28. 6 January 1965. page 40.
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Historical Context
                  Stamps!

S & H Green Stamps

Pinky Stamps Gold Star Stamps

Gold Star Catalogue

The program originated in the U.S. 
with S & H Green Stamps, which were 
offered as early at 1896, but really 
took off in popularity in the 1930’s.

ONE MILLION WHAT???
The stamps that Germaine has won 
were part of a popular customer 
loyalty program at the time. 
Retailers would give out stamps 
with purchases that customers 
would collect and redeem for goods 
– essentially a paper version pre-
cursor to the electronic customer 
points cards we have today.

In Quebec, the grocery store 
Steinberg’s first started offering their 
own version of Green Stamps – what 
they called “Pinky Stamps” – in 1959. 
IGA and Metro quickly followed suit 
in the early 60’s rolling out their own 
“Gold Star” stamps.

HOW DID IT WORK?
Essentially, merchants would sell the 
stamps to the grocery stores, and then 
the grocery stores would give them 
away to customers who would collect 
them, paste them into booklets, then 
trade in the booklets for a dizzying 
array of consumer goods.

A stamp would typically represent 10 
cents of purchased groceries. The fact 
that Germaine has won 1,000,000 
stamps means the equivalent of having 
bought $100,000 worth of groceries!

Minimum Wage: 85¢ / hr *
A quart of milk: 24¢ *
A dozen eggs: 55¢ *
A can of tomatoes: 27¢ *
A smoked meat sandwich: $1.25 **
A 5 1/2 in the Plateau: $300 / mo (to rent) **

* source: statscan
** anectdotal
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Historical Context
The working class and social mobility

The Poor Soeurs
The working-class characters Belles 
Soeurs: The Musical repeat again 
and again the feeling of being 
“stuck,” of not being able to get 
out. This issue of “stickiness,” or a 
lack of social mobility, is at the root 
of the work being done to this day 
by urban planners and sociologists 
to combat poverty as a social 
problem.

There are many contributing 
factors to stickiness. A major one, 
at the centre of Belles Soeurs, is 
called the over-the-fence network. 
This is the idea that regular, 
informal communication is crucial 
to economic mobility. A short 
conversation with a neighbour 
over the fence could lead to  
opportunities in a neighbourly 
barter exchange. When poverty is 
ghettoized, or condensed into a 
smal geographic area, there is no 

diversity of needs. For example, 
if no one has gainful employment 
but everyone can make pie, the 
exchange of values will stagnate. 

Another contributing factor is 
the reliance on community. Any 
opportunity these characters have 
to leave is tempered by an enduring 
loyalty to their kin. There is a great 
sorority in shared suffering, and 
those characters who do not wish 
to suffer are exiled, and thus left 
adrift without a community at all. 

Montreal Economics
The 1960s saw an economic 
slowdown as as large segment 
of the anglophone population 
migrated to Ontario, and 
francophone-driven corportations 
(such as Bombardier and 
Québecor) began to replace 
the previously European-driven 
manufacturing economy. 

Determining what “poor” means 
in a society is a challenging task. 
In Canada, a figure called the 
“Low-Income-Cut-Off” or LICO, 
endeavours to establish a specific 
dollar amount, below which a 
family is considered “poor.” In 
1965, 25% of the Canadian 
population was considered poor 
by this criterion, but this is a 
subjective measure, as that rate 
could drop simply by lowering the 
dollar amount. For example, if it 
were set at $3000 (as it was in 
the United States) and one-quarter 
of the population made less than 
$3000 a year per family, dropping 
that number to $2500 a year would 
move each family that made more 
than $2500 out of poverty, even if 

they made less than $3000, and 
regardless of their circumstances. 

At a minimum wage of $0.85 an 
hour, someone working 40 hours 
a week would earn $1,786 a year, 
before taxes, with no time off. 

Minimum wage in Montreal, 1965, 
was increased to $0.85 an hour 
($135 a month fulltime before 
taxes.), but rents were generally 
between 200$ and 400$ a month 
in the Plateau neighbourhood for a 
3-bedroom apartment. 

Before 1960, the French-Canadian 
population had generally low-levels 
of education, as the Department 
of Public Education, run by the 
Catholic and Protestant (covering 
all non-Catholic faiths) did not 
provide the services necessary, and 
the expense of higher education 
made it a luxury few could afford. 

An urban renewal initiative 
downtown displaced many low-
income residents, but as we can 
see today, the old buildings of the 
plateau were largely untouched. 

We’re all 
hard-working, 

cranky & 
devout.& no oneever, ever, gets out.

   Above: a typical plateau apartment today, on 
St-Dominique street, which was built in 1870 
and remains unchanged except for superficial 

rennovations. 
Image: maps.google.com / data: remax.ca
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The Playwright
                         Michel Tremblay

Michel Tremblay was raised in the 
Plateau, Montreal, in a number of 
apartments that held many family 
members. He entered the Institut 
des arts graphiques in 1959 and 
worked as a linotypist while writing 
his first play, Le Train, which won 
a Radio-Canada contest for young 
authors in 1964. He began writing 
novels in Mexico in 1967 with the 
help of a Canada Council Grant.  
With the unveiling of Les Belles-
Soeurs in 1968, he made his 
mark as a contentious, prolific, 
and indispensible figure in the 

landscape of Canadian theatre. 
His plays have been translated 
and produced in the top venues 
of Canada and beyond, and have 
been translated into more than 25 
languages. 

AWARDS

Chalmers Award (Encore une fois, 
si vous le permettez) (2000) 

Dora Mavor Moore Award (Encore 
une fois, si vous le permettez) 
(2000) 

Governor General’s Award (1999)

Order of Canada (1990) (refused)

SELECTED PLAYS

Le train, Les Socles, Les Paons; 
En pièces détachées (Like 
Death Warmed Over or Montreal 
Smoked Meat) 1959

Les Belles Soeurs 1968

Trois petits tours: 1986
 “Berthe” 
 “Johnny Mangano and  
 his Astonishing Dogs”
  “Gloria Star” 
La Duchesse de Langeais 1970

Demain matin, Montréal 
m’attend 1972

Hosanna 1973

La Grosse femme d’à côté est 
enceinte 1978

Damnée Manon, Sacrée Sandra  
1977

L’Impromptu d’Outremont 1980

Nelligan 1980

Les anciennes odeurs 
(Remember Me) 1981

Sainte Carmen de la Main 1981

Albertine en cinq temps 1984

Le vrai monde? (The Real 
World?) 1987

La maison suspendue 1991

En circuit fermé 1994

Messe solennelle pour une 
pleine lune d’été 1996

Marcel poursuivi pas les chiens 
2005

Bonbons Assortis (Assorted 
Candies) 2010

Source: Canadian Theatre Encyclopedia and litterature.org
Segal Centre Public Programs

+

Sunday @ the Segal - 19 October 2014, 11 AM. 
Michel Tremblay and Allan Sandler 
in conversation with Dennis Trudeau.
Missed it? Visit nomoreradio.com/edgeofthecity to listen to the podcast!
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The Director                          René Richard Cyr

A Montreal native, René Richard 
Cyr was raised in the Faubourg à 
m’lasse neighbourhood (the present 
day Village, to the south east of 
Downtown.)

He graduated from the National 
Theatre School in 1980, after 
which he became co-artistic 
director of Théâtre Petit à Petit 
(PÀP) (1981-1998). 

As an actor, he was awarded two 
prizes for his portrayal of Michel 
Tremblay’s Hosanna and was 
featured in many television shows, 
including Cover Girl, for which 
he was nominated for two Prix 
Gémeaux. He was also on the big 
screen in Luc Picard’s Ésimésac 
and Babine. Director of several 
variety shows, René Richard 
has directed plays by Molière, 
Shakespeare, Camus, Brecht, 
Williams, Genet, Ionesco, and 
new creations by Michel Tremblay, 
Michel Marc Bouchard, Daniel 
Danis, René Daniel Dubois and 
Serge Boucher. 

His adaptations of the popular 
television series Motel Hélène 
and 24 poses (portraits) by 
Serge Boucher earned him 
several Gémeaux nominations. 
A multitalented artist in his own 
right, René Richard co-wrote and 
co-directed Zumanity, Cirque du 
Soleil’s erotic cabaret presented 
in Las Vegas since 2003, and has 
also dabbled in opera, directing 

Britten’s The Turn of the Screw, 
Mozart’s Don Giovanni and 
Macbeth, presented in Montreal, 
Melbourne and Sydney. 

In 2010, he adapted and directed 
the musical Belles-Sœurs, for 
which he was awarded the Félix 
prize for Director of the Year. 

A second musical collaboration 
with Michel Tremblay and 
composer Daniel Bélanger was born 
with Le chant de Sainte Carmen 
de la Main, which premiered at 
the Théâtre du Nouveau Monde in 
2013 and toured the province.
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        D
iscussion Questions

Why are Germaine’s neighbours jealous?

What does it mean for the ladies to win a contest? Do they 
distinguish between different types of contests? How?

Why would Rose stay in her marriage if it’s so unhappy?

Why doesn’t Des-Neiges say something to her brush salesman?

Why are Germaine and Pierrette fighting? How is their relationship 
similar to or different from Angéline and Rhéauna’s?

How do the women feel about material posessions? How does it 
compare to how you feel about them?

How does Marie-Ange justify stealing the first stamps? How do the 
rest of the ladies justify it afterwards? Do you agree with them? 
Would you do the same?

What does Pierrette say caused her suffering? Do you agree?  

Why are Pierrette and Linda so fond of each other? Besides liking 
the same things, are there things they dislike in common as well?

Do you think Lisette is honest about her wealth?

Why do these women keep secrets from one another? What secrets 
are worth keeping, which are not, and why?

Why are there no men in this show? What does that say about the 
universe of the show?

Is it for better or for worse that these women can come together as 
a community?

Why does this story lend itself to a musical format? Have you ever 
seen another version of it? How does it compare?
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        D
iscussion Questions

When we talk about “universal themes,” we mean those issues that 
everyone faces simply by virtue of being a living human. In Belles Soeurs, 
the primary example of a universal theme is that of family, and the love 
that only becomes unconditional once it is put to the test. The number 
of adaptations, translations, and tours that the original work by Michel 
Tremblay has enjoyed is a testament to that universality.
Think about your family.
 Who is included in your family? 
 How does your family annoy you?
 How do you forgive your family?
 Do you have any values that are at odds with your family’s  
 values?
 Do the characters in this play seem familiar to you?
 Who do they remind you of?
 Is the Montreal of this play familiar to you, as a Montrealer? How,  
 and how not?
As you have learned, the original play was exceptional for its treatment 
of the working class, as opposed to the repetoire of its time, which 
venerated classics above all else. This is largely due to the language of 
the play, which employs casual vernacular way of speaking. Furthermore, 
the conversations about poverty and the consequences of it, which would 
be considered gauche by some standards, are discussed frankly and 
realistically.
Think about how universal themes work in classics, such as works by 
Shakespeare or Molière, and compare and contrast with a work like Belles 
Soeurs. 
 Does the language of classical playwrights help or hinder   
 your understanding of the universal themes?
 How does the language in Belles Soeurs help to develop the  
 characters and their context?
 Can you name other examples of the working class being   
 represented in art or literature?
 Do you think that this story depends on a working-class   
 context? 
 What are some other contexts in which this story could be  
 told?
 What changes could you make to the story in order to adapt  
 it to a different context?
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1. Belles Soeurs: The Musical  will be performed in the 
main theatre of the Segal Centre. Performances at the Segal 
are for both groups and the general public. It is important that 
everyone be attentive (no talking or rustling of materials) during 
the performance, so that others do not lose their immersion in 
the “world of the play”. Please do not unwrap candy, play with 
zippers, or play with your programme.

2. Do not put your feet on the back of the seat in front of you 
and please do not climb over seats.

3. If you plan to take notes on the play for the purpose 
of writing a review, please do not try to write them during the 
performance. Seeing you do this can be distracting for the actors. 
Please wait until intermission or after the performance is finished 
to write your reflections.

5.  Absolutely no photos or video may be taken without 
the express consent of management. Violators’ devices will 
be seized and they will be removed from the theatre.

5. Use of cell phones, iPods, tablets, or other self-
illuminating electronics is strictly prohibited in the theatre. 
The light from these devices is visible from the stage and in the 
audience.  It is extremely distracting to the artists on stage and 
inconsiderate to your fellow audience members. Composing or 
reading text messages is forbidden.

6. Your seat is only guaranteed until the moment the theatre 
doors close.  Late entry is very disruptive; if a patron is tardy we 
ask that they please follow the instructions of our front-of-house 
staff. 

7. ENJOY THE SHOW!

          
  Theatre Etiquette
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1. How would you rate your experience?
 Extremely positive               1               2               3               4               5             Extremely stressful

2. How much do you feel your group benefited from the experience?
 Very much                          1               2               3               4               5             Very Little

3. Would you recommend the experience to other group leaders?
 Wholeheartedly                   1               2               3               4               5             Never

4. Will you consider bringing a group to the theatre again?
 Wholeheartedly                   1               2               3               4               5             Never

5. What did you enjoy most about coming to see the play?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
6. What aspect of coming to the theatre did you find problematic?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
 We welcome all additional comments.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

Please take a moment to tell us 
about your experience organizing 
an educational outing at the Segal 
Centre. Use the form below or 
contact me at any time with any 
comments or concerns you might 
have.

Thank you,

Reply to:
Lucie Lederhendler, 
Educational Programs Manager
Segal Centre for Performing Arts
llederhendler@segalcentre.org
groups@segalcentre.org
Tel: 514.739.2301 ext. 8360
Fax: 514.739.9340

Thank you for your feedback

mailto:llederhendler@segalcentre.org
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facebook.com/segalcentre

twitter.com/segalcentre

instagram.com/segalcentre

llederhendler@segalcentre.org

segalcentre.tumblr.com

youtube.com/user/segalcentre

THE THEATRE AND YOU: 
Encouraging critical participation from your students.

Encourage students to think about the idea of engagement with a work of art. 
Upon attending the theatre, notice the demographics of the audience. Think about 
how the theatre is different from a concert, a movie, or a comedy show. Do you attend 
performances often? Which kind? 

Are there art forms that you relate to more than others? 

What does it mean to you to “relate” to something? 

Theatres in particular often struggle with rejuvinating their audience, focusing much 
effort on bringing a young audience in, through choices in programming, activities, 
and partial or even total price reduction. What do you think the reason is that theatre 
audiences are older, and what would you do to counter that?

Click Here for a pre-addressed printable handout of these questions. 

Click Here to send an email to the Educational Programs Manager at the Segal Centre, 
or here to ask directly through our Tumblr blog. 

If your students would like to address a specific member of the Segal staff  or of 
the Belles Sœurs: The Musical production team, please specify to whom the 
communication should be forwarded.

The Segal Centre for Performing Arts
c / o Lucie Lederhendler
5170 , chemin de la Côte-Sainte-Catherine
Montréal (Québec) H3W 1M7

t: 514-739-2301 ext. 8360
f: 514-739-9340

           Contact
 

We love to hear from you!

mailto:llederhendler@segalcentre.org
segalcentre.tumblr.com
http://www.segalcentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/Student-Engagement-Letter.pdf
mailto:llederhendler%40segalcentre.org?subject=%23SegalGraduate
http://segalcentre.tumblr.com/ask

