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Foreword

My daughter once attended a professional ballet 
school. They had recently hired a new director 
from France. There was a sense among parents 
that now the children would have a proper 
instruction in dance. There was an unjustified 
notion the director was inherently good because 
he was from France. He would show them all the 
miraculous ways of the Europeans. There was a 
rumour among parents that he said you couldn’t 
have any dancers from Quebec as everyone was 
descended from lumberjacks. 

What is so beautiful about Dupont’s writing 
is that he embraces the lumberjack side of being 
from Quebec but translates it into something 
of unique folkloresque beauty. There is nothing 
about the popular tastes and desires of Quebec 
people that Dupont edits out in order to create a 
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literary persona that would be more acceptable 
to an idea of European or upper middle class 
WASPish sensibilities. His books are filled with 
cheap breakfast restaurants, trailer parks, hens 
in the backyard. There are tiny towns filled with 
squalor and retrograde ideas and a shocking lack 
of opportunity. Infinite hours spent in front of the 
television, as though it were a shrine. There are 
people on welfare and people who hate people 
on welfare. There are strong men whose claim to 
fame is dragging buses around.

But Dupont is also so worldly and erudite. His 
reactions and observations are exquisite. He uses 
literary and historical allusions to convey the 
dynamics of familiar life in the province. He com-
pares moods to operatic scores. He dissects the 
temperaments of the province into epic stories. 
He proves that in Quebec culture you can indeed 
make a ballet dancer out of a lumberjack. 

Life in the Court of Matane takes as its start-
ing point the Montreal Olympics of 1976, which 
the narrator observes from his perspective of a 
child. He falls under the spell of the Romanian 
gymnast Nadia Comăneci who was awarded the 
first ever perfect 10 in gymnastics that summer. 
He sees her acrobatics as a metaphor for his own 
attempts to navigate the hoops of his family life. 
The 1970s meant something different in Quebec 
than it did in other places in North America. It 
was a time of mass intellectual rising. It was a time 
when the population became political. When a 
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new identity was forming. A new generation was 
being born. The narrator’s adolescence is also the 
province’s coming of age. 

But despite the philosophical turbulence and 
upheaval of the age, the narrator, being a child, is 
still in the court of his father, whose emotional 
tyranny he equates to that of King Henry the 
Eighth. This novel understands the physics of 
the kingdom of childhood and the shifting rules 
that are imposed on it. The children are forced 
to accept their father’s absurd and irresponsible 
authority as are the women in his life. Dupont 
illustrates the absurdity of the patriarchy. It is 
something grown men steal from women and 
children, but then don’t know how to deal with 
the implications of.

When their father’s second wife, referred to 
as Anne Boleyn, arrives in the household, she 
believes she has power. She implements irrespon-
sible new rules, for instance, not allowing the 
children to even mention their mother’s name. 
Her end is already forecast in her historical 
counterpart. She will be tossed aside, as are all 
of their father’s girlfriends. The women who love 
their father are all doomed. Anne Boleyn, with 
her obsession with mathematics, patriotism, and 
finances, is one of the most oddly moving charac-
ters in the book. And her departure is tragic.

Oh Dupont’s women! I have been enraptured 
by his women characters since a thin red head of 
strange origins steps off the train at the beginning 
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of Songs for the Cold of Heart. Dupont writes so 
beautifully about women. And particularly about 
how they manage to maintain their pride in a 
culture that is constantly refusing to allow them 
power. They are always damaged and held back 
by men, but when they discover their independ-
ence, go off on the most incredible and wicked 
adventures. 

The narrator is also subjected to the cruelty 
of the small town in which he lives, where others 
have detected his queerness and torment him 
because of it. The siblings in Life in the Court of 
Matane have no true agency. The children don’t 
fight against the cruelty. They accept it as part of 
their world, and try to adapt to it, and also thrive 
within it. 

It is through animals that the narrator is able 
to find guidance and meaning. Each chapter is 
named after the animal that helps him understand 
and navigate the madness of society at large and 
his parents’ divorce. He ruminates about Laika the 
dog who was sent into outer space to his doom 
and who now comes to visit him on the beach 
of the Gaspé Peninsula. He communicates with 
a legendary owl from the Micmac who originally 
inhabited the area.

The strangest thing I’ve come to realize about 
getting older is that you never actually do. You 
are as wise as a child as you are as an adult. The 
only way to make it out of the oppressive realm 
of childhood while remaining true to yourself is 
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to become a philosopher. You can’t do anything 
about your situation other than interpret it and 
thus transcend it. 

Dupont is a writer of such intelligence and 
skill that he is able to not only become a philoso-
pher, but a poet, who not only understands the 
horrors of a dysfunctional childhood, but also 
knows what is beautiful about it. And this book is 
a testament to his unwavering generosity towards 
both his characters and the people of Quebec. 

Heather O’Neill, Montreal
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