1
2

pLeiADes  Theatre
STUDY GUIDE 
for

BEAUX GESTES  and  BEAUTIFUL DEEDS

by

MARIE-LYNN HAMMOND

prepared by Anne Nenarokoff
for PLEIADES THEATRE

Performance dates /Dates des représentations

13 avril – 9 mai 2004

13 April – 9 May, 2004

Artword Theatre

75 Portland St.

Toronto, Ontario 

CONTACT : Group Sales International (416.597.0965)

Pleiades Theatre will be happy to meet with students before or after the performance, at the theatre or at their school.

The Pleiades Theatre

56 O’Hara Avenue

Toronto, Ontario  M6K 2R1

416.531.4132

pleiades@web.ca

THE STORY

Beaux Gestes & Beautiful Deeds is an autobiographical work, written by celebrated singer song writer, Marie-Lynn Hammond. 

The play, set in both 1944 and the present, brings together two women, an English-Canadian (Elsie Hammond) and une canadienne-française (Corinne Allard), as well as Marie-Lynn Hammond herself. Elsie, a flamboyant lady of means from Vancouver and Corinne, a long-suffering canadienne française from the poorest parts of Ottawa and Sudbury, will become Marie-Lynn’s grandmothers. As the play begins, both women are recently widowed and they are facing the unwelcome prospect of their children’s marriage.

Elsie and Corinne anguish over the impending marriage and recount their own lives, so filled with desperate abandon or pinched repression, in an attempt to understand how their children might have arrived at this, in their eyes, unfortunate decision. Their  stories span the first half of the twentieth century, from the time they were young with all the glorious prospects of life before them, to 1944, with war raging in the world and their children seemingly prepared to do rash and careless things in the face of the uncertainties of the time. 

Against all odds, the women are brought together in the end by their headstrong children in a wartime romance. Though language, religion and economics set them worlds apart, between them they cover the whole spectrum of Canadian society in the first half of the twentieth century. 

These women’s enthralling stories –all true –  are stitched together with songs composed and performed by Marie-Lynn Hammond, which celebrate their remarkable lives and which relate Marie-Lynn’s own perpetual quest to keep these two halves of herself in harmony, as voiced in her song: «J’ai la tête anglaise, j’ai le cœur français». 

Beaux Gestes and Beautiful Deeds is a moving, often funny, ultimately exhilarating image of what it is to be Canadian, as most of us carry some form of cultural duality. 
THE AUTHOR

Marie-Lynn Hammond is a bilingual writer, broadcaster and musician. The daughter of a Franco-Ontarian school teacher and an Anglo-Canadian Air Force pilot, she grew up in such diverse places as Edmonton, Ottawa, Surrey (England), North Bay and Chénéville, Quebec. Unlike her grandmothers, she never got married. She has made her home in Toronto, where she lives, surrounded by too many cats. She also has a horse who stays in Richmond Hill and which she tries to ride daily.

Marie-Lynn Hammond was a founding member of Stringband, one of Canada’s best-known folk and bluegrass groups. She has gone on to produce several records of her own songs, most recently «Pegasus» which has garnered wonderful reviews and considerable attention in Canadian music circles. Marie-Lynn is one of Canada’s truly bilingual singer-songwriters (of which there are few) and like many people across the country, she has bounced back after a long period of personal loss and tragedy to re-affirm her talent and her significant presence in our cultural fabric. 

Marie-Lynn Hammond is the product of the marriage in question in Beaux Gestes and Beautiful Deeds. As a playwright, she has found great inspiration in the contrasting lives of her two grandmothers who, in the playing out of the story, are at about the same age as she is now.  

Beaux Gestes and Beautiful Deeds was first staged in 1984/1985 at Théâtre français de Toronto and then traveled to Manitoba’s Theatre Centre. The following summer, it performed at the Blyth Festival, a production for which the play received a Dora Mavor Moore Award nomination for Best New Play in 1985.

THE AUTHOR ON HER PLAY

an interview with Marie-Lynn Hammond

Q. What prompted you to write Beaux Gestes? Were your grandmothers still alive?

A. It all started with a conversation I had with a friend about my grandmother Elsie, and what a fascinating character she was. I wrote a song about her, then several songs about people in my family and I thought of doing a show, although I did not know whether it was going to be a play.

Both my grandmothers were already dead at the time, so I did not have direct access to their stories. I applied for a grant to do research on them. It was then that I discovered that Corinne’s life had been fascinating, too.
Q. What inspired you most in these women?

A. They were both feminists before their time. They were courageous, they flouted conventions. Corinne did what she had to do to keep going. Her driving force was her spirit and her humour.

Elsie did what she pleased. Of course, she had a lot of money and that helped, but she took risks and paid for them. She followed her passion and did not care what people thought. One of the prices she paid was never being able to bring Ted into her family. The «Flyer» was never accepted.
Q. The play still feels very alive today. How do you feel about it? Is there anything that you would change?

A. If the play still feels alive today, it’s because these women are genuine. They were strong, exceptional and I think the issues they had to face are still here for young women today, even after feminism.

I have been asked why I did not write more about myself. I do not feel the need to do so, nor do I see why I should tell more. The indirect message is there : I am here to tell these incredible stories and I am the product of these two women. Thanks to them I have been able to have the life they could not.

Q. In the play, you sing : «J’ai la tête anglaise, j’ai le cœur français». Do you still feel this way?

A. To a certain extent, I still feel that I am neither fish nor fowl. I live in Toronto and I live mostly in English, but the consciousness of French has been stamped into me. As soon as I go back to Ottawa and visit with my family, all my French side comes back. My heart is French. I grew up with French, the language, even if I was not surrounded by the culture. I spoke French with my mother at home when I was a child, she sang me songs in French. French ties me to intimacy with my mother, it is a zone of emotional comfort for me.

Also, I feel completely different when I sing in French.

A WORD FROM THE DIRECTOR


I first directed Beaux Gestes and Beautiful Deeds twenty years ago, at the Théâtre français de Toronto, and it has stayed with me ever since. I have always loved this play, perhaps because I, too, have spent my life being pulled back-and-forth between my roots as an English-Canadian born of American parents and the other me, which is francophone. Although I only learned French in my early twenties, it quickly became at least half of who and what I am. My wife is Russian-French, now a Canadian; for our son, French is his mother-tongue, although he now lives and works primarily in English. This is very common here in Canada. We have so many elements, cultures, songs, languages, foods and ways of being that contribute to who we are; many Canadians can say with certainty that as individuals and as a people, the whole is much greater than the sum of its parts.

Yet while this can make life very interesting, it doesn’t necessarily make it easy. We have multiple fidelities within ourselves and it is easy to always wish that we were “the other part of ourselves.” Also, many of us feel pride in the accomplishments of our grandparents and great-grandparents, who managed to make a life for themselves when the world was a much less welcoming place and where strife and deprivation were far more acute than what we live with in Canada today. Many of us want –and perhaps should– tell the stories of our forebears because it can only help us to understand ourselves better as we struggle with life today. 

This is what Marie-Lynn Hammond has done with her play, Beaux Gestes and Beautiful Deeds. I am inspired by this; she has made me love Elsie and Corinne as if they were my grandmothers and most of all, she has give me an encouraging reminder that even if I never sort myself out completely, it’s okay and I just need to maintain  respect for all those people, cultures and lives that swirl around within me still. 
PRESS QUOTES for BEAUX GESTES and BEAUTIFUL DEEDS
“[The] two solitudes come together beautifully.” --Toronto Star

“Beaux Gestes and Beautiful Deeds  moving and lyrical.”-- Globe & Mail

"Il y a un petit air de tristesse tout au long de la pièce....Mais il y a aussi de l'humour, du cran, de la sensibilité et même une certaine sagesse." -- Le Droit

"Offers universal implications...[in the final scene] a full range of irony and dramatic excitement is realized." - Winnipeg Free Press

“Beaux Gestes and Beautiful Deeds is a love song across the solitudes.... Its beauty lies, finally, in its power to heal." -- KitchenerWaterloo Record



THE THEMES

WW II

· The social climate created in Canada by WW II
· Consequences of WW II, short-term and long-term : for those who stayed behind; for the men and women who came back from the war.

ENGLISH AND FRENCH CANADIANS

· Cultural differences
· Religious differences

CONCILIATION OF DIFFERENCES

· Through shared experience
· Through one’s children

DIFFERENT FACES OF LOVE

· Romantic love

· Arranged marriage

A LIFE OF ADVENTURE versus A LIFE COMMITTED TO FAMILY

SOME EXCERPTS

Comment on the two women’s social status, and the nature of their relationship :

When her daughter tells her she is getting married, Corinne evokes her own marriage.

CORINNE : Does she think it was easy being married to a man so much older than me? Huh! After maman died, papa would spend all his time in the kitchen, here, and Moïse would be there, and me, I’d look up from my work and see those two white heads and for a minute I’d have to think– which one is my husband, which one my father? Two old men, never wanting to go out, so me I can’t leave to go to the cinema or visit a friend! Two old men, always getting in my way, using up all my baking soda for their stomach aches...!

Elsie evokes her relationship with Ted, the flyer.

ELSIE : It didn’t matter what we did, flying into the wilderness and camping out for days on end; or hitting all the clubs in town and partying like mad; it didn’t matter, as long as we were together... And I swear, right up until the end, he still cared. The passion was there. We always had that.

Corinne and Elsie express their misgivings about their children’s marriage. What is their main objection?

CORINNE : When she came to me with her big news... she’s in love, she’s fiancée with some young pilot, imagine-toi donc, they want to get married tout de suite. «Thérèse», I said to her, «ce jeune homme-là, Barney – euh – Hammond... he’s English, ben, okay. But - Protestant! Your father there, he’s going to...» «Mais maman», she says «weren’t you ever in love? What about when you married papa?» «Écoute, Thérèse» I said to her, «l’amour that’s a luxury I could never afford.»

ELSIE : French Canadian. Tomorrow my son is marrying a French Canadian – a girl he hardly knows, someone he met on leave of course. And even if he survives that, as soon as he’s finished training he’ll be flying fighters over Germany. God, I’m losing everyone – damn this war!

ELSIE : (she is sorting bits of jewelry in her jewelry box)

What on earth am I going to wear to this wedding? I still think Barney’s making a mistake. «Look» I told him, «Take that French girl out if you like, but do you have to marry her?» «Mother», he said, «you’re being a snob. Besides, you introduced us.» Well, that’s not quite true. I met her sister Colette because she lives right across the street. Of course, we’d never be living in this part of town if it weren’t for the housing shortage, but it seemed only polite when Ted and I threw a party for Barney to invite her. It turns out her sister Thérèse is up visiting for the weekend so she brings her along and the next thing I know, Barney’s sneaking down to Ottawa every chance he gets. We had quite a row about it.

CORINNE : «L’amour, Thérèse», I said to her, «that’s not the only thing to think about in marriage.» «Yes, but what about the others» she says, «Yves, Cécile, Madeleine, Yvonne, they all married for love!» «Okay, okay, c’est vrai ça, but at least they fell in love with Catholics!»

ELSIE : And then at the end he says, «Mother, I know you’re only concerned about the long run. But in wartime the long run doesn’t count. I could be dead in two months.» Oh god! I know he’ll make it back; but I don’t want him to come home to an unhappy marriage.

Elsie’s passion for flying and her sense of adventure. Comment on her character.

ELSIE : But of course it wasn’t just my running away, or even running away with a flyer. No. What people found really galling was the fact that I myself had decided to learn to fly. And flying was about the last thing someone of my position was expected to take up. Women could barely smoke in public, let alone fly. Back then, flying was adventurous, glamorous too, but also rather – how shall we say – bohemian? Well, it was the flyers, you see. They swaggered. They drank. They wore silk scarves and wonderful boots. They were – oh let’s face it they were damned sexy, and that was the problem! Still, that day, when I saw the pilot fly under the bridge, I didn’t care a fig what anyone thought. I’d made up my mind to learn and that was that.

Marie-Lynn’s theme song:

what does it mean?

oui, j'ai la tête anglaise,

j'ai le coeur français

ici au milieu, entre les deux,

je voyage sans fin

j'ai la tête anglaise, j'ai le coeur français

l'âme partagée, j'ai tellement voyagé

je serai toujours marin.
ACTIVITIES

The proposed activities follow Ontario’s Curriculum guidelines for students aged 14 - 18.

ENGLISH

Reading

· Read the excerpts provided and comment on them.
· What are the themes presented?
Writing

· Composition : a portrait of Corinne and Elsie
· Write a review of the play : your reflections on the play itself, the music, the characters and situations involved
· Write a press quote for the production

Oral communication

· Present a discussion or a debate on the main themes in this play

· Present a review of the play

· Act out excerpts from the play

· Present somebody from your family with an interesting past

ACTIVITIES

DRAMA

Attend the performance of Beaux Gestes and beautiful Deeds

The following activities can be written or presented orally

Discovering the narrative universe

· Situate the context of the play : the locations, the times
· Describe where, specifically, the play takes place
Establishing links

· Recognize the historical importance of the times ( 1920’s, 30’s, WW II)
· Illustrate how the main themes are connected to the times
Reconstituting the organization of the play

· How is the play constructed? What is the initial situation, how does it unfold?
· Comment on the sequences in the play
IMPROVISATIONS

Based on the characters in Beaux Gestes and Beautiful Deeds, improvise short scenes

· Corinne and Elsie meet for the first time. Corinne is in the middle of baking, Elsie is all dressed up.

· Thérèse, the future bride, warns Barney, the future groom that their mothers may not be able to get along.

· Corinne and Elsie have found things in common after all. They talk on the phone, a few days after the wedding.

The PLEIADES THEATRE produces plays from the Canadian and  international repertoires. With excellence the hallmark of our work, we program to explore different cultures in the world. Most of our plays originate in languages other than English and are presented in fresh, modern, Canadian translations. We maintain a special tie to the French language and its literature which broadens our access to material from other cultures in the world. 

Since our launch in 1997, we have done the English-language premieres of two plays by Michel Tremblay, Marcel Pursued by the Hounds in co-production with the Tarragon Theatre and The Government Guy (adapted from Gogol) in a joint French-English production with Théâtre français de Toronto. We went on to introduce Toronto audiences to the great 18th Century French playwright, Marivaux (The Game of Love and Chance in 2000, The Triumph of Love in 2001 and Counterfeit Secrets in 2002.) 2003 saw a joint production with Théâtre français de Toronto, an original adaptation of  Bulgakov’s 1925 novel, Heart of a Dog, translated from Russian into both French and English by the accomplished Toronto writer and poet, Anne Nenarokoff. Future plans include the English-language world premiere production of La Serva Amorosa, written in 1752 by Italy’s greatest classical playwright, Carlo Goldoni, and brilliantly comic cabaret sketches from 1920's Germany by Karl Valentin. For the past three years, we have made Artword Theatre our home. 

Along with our current production of Beaux Gestes and Beautiful Deeds we are doing an Outreach Project in two Toronto high schools, which will explore English and French classical theatre, storytelling, music and many of the themes present in Marie-Lynn Hammond’s play. 

John Van Burek, founder and Artistic Producer of The Pleiades Theatre, has a long and illustrious history in the development of Canadian theatre, in both English and French, since the 1970's. He founded Toronto’s first professional French-language theatre, le Théâtre français de Toronto, in 1971, and he worked closely with Bill Glassco from the very beginnings of the Tarragon Theatre, one of the country’s most celebrated stages. He has been the principle translator of the plays of Michel Tremblay and can be credited with bringing the work of this most important of québécois playwrights to the English-speaking world. He has translated the work of many other playwrights, Canadian and international, contemporary and classical, including plays by Marivaux, Goldoni, Morris Panych, Dave Carley and Beaumarchais. Mr. Van Burek has taught extensively in Canada, at the National Theatre School, Ryerson University and York University in Toronto, the University of Victoria, Carnegie Mellon in Pittsburgh, USA, in addition to the Nottingham School for the Performing Arts in Nottingham, England. He led a theatre exchange project to Bangladesh in 1996 and has done numerous outreach projects in Toronto schools. 
Anne Nenarokoff teaches French at the Linden School in Toronto and she writes the study guides for Théâtre français de Toronto.

Anne is the author of dozens of dramatic scripts for adult and young audiences for TVOntario/TfO, and for the Théâtre français de Toronto. 

Anne’s first collections of poems, Vies de Femme and Confidences have been published by Éditions du GREF (Glendon College). A staged performance, titled Duos , consisting of five pieces of her poetry set to movement and music, was performed at Artword Alternative in February 2002.

In 1999-2000, Anne did an adaptation of Dostoevsky's White Nights, which was staged to great acclaim in Toronto, Montréal and Ottawa. Her next adaptation, Heart of a Dog, a novel by the great 20th century writer Mikhaïl Bulgakov, was produced last season by Théâtre français de Toronto, in French, and by Pleiades Theatre in its English language translation.

Ariadne’s Thread/Le Fil d’Ariane, a book about the women in her family will be published in the Spring.

