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Preface

Canada's first play to be revived: CBC Arts (Dec 08, 2004)
HALIFAX - A new production of The Theatre of Neptune in New France,
Canada's first play, will be staged in 2006. The production, which will take place
on Nov. 14, marks the play's 400th anniversary. It will be staged along the shores
of Annapolis Royal on the Bay of Fundy, where it was originally performed.
"It may be a little cold, but we want it to be at the exact same time, 400 years
down to the minute if we can," director Ken Pinto told the Canadian Press at a
press conference on Tuesday. "Hopefully there won't be snow falling."
Written by lawyer and historian Marc Lescarbot, the play was used to lift the
spirits of the French settlers at Port Royale, who had survived a fierce winter the
previous year.
"Good theatre, real theatre has a purpose. This play was aimed at guaranteeing
the survival of this group of people for the rest of the winter," added Bill Van
Gorder, a member of the board of Theatre 400, the organization behind the reenactment.
According to Pinto, Theatre of Neptune was a remarkable production, using
cannons, smoke bombs, trumpets and canoes. The cast includes the god
Neptune, and a chorus at one point sings the praises of France's king – a choice
that underlines the play's secondary purpose: to forestall a mutiny.
"It's a very simple play, but it's a good play and it started theatre in this country,"
Pinto said.

Colonial map of Port Royale & environs (present day Lower Granville, Nova Scotia)
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400 years of theatre in Canada: Halifax Herald (Dec 08, 2004)
Ken Pinto [originator and director of the Atlantic Fringe Festival] wants to
celebrate the 400th anniversary of theatre in Nova Scotia, with a year of
festivities, including a re-enactment of the first North American play staged Nov.
14, 1606 in Port Royal....Among plans for the year, which Theatre 400 (the group
planning the festivities) hopes will be designated by government as "the Year of
Theatre" are: a commemorative stamp, a Heritage Minute TV spot, a travelling
display of the original 1606 manuscript, and a musical based on the Order of
Good Cheer to be produced in Halifax (where Neptune Theatre is named after
the 1606 play)...."We hope Theatre 400 will put Nova Scotia theatre on the map,
which is why we're making the announcement now, so we can begin
fundraising," Pinto said.

Port Royale, 1606
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Dramaturgical Analysis
The first play ever recorded in the so-called “New World”, The Theatre of
Neptune in New France, will apparently be re-enacted in 2006 to mark its 400th
anniversary. Penned by colonial lawyer and historian Marc Lescarbot, the play
was originally performed on November 14th, 1606 at the French colony of Port
Royal (present day Granville, Nova Scotia). As the “first play”, Lescarbot’s
masque has been proclaimed as the progenitor of Canadian theatre, Port Royal
is immortalized as the “birthplace of poetry and drama in the North American
continent” (Pierce, 113), and Lescarbot has been credited as “the father of
Canadian Theatre” (Pichette, 21). The Theatre of Neptune in New France has
been re-enacted several times, attempts have been made to build a theatre on
the spot of the original performance, a permanent plaque has been unveiled at
Lower Granville praising Lescarbot’s work, and Halifax’s regional playhouse (the
Neptune Theatre, named after the masque) all attest to the keen dedication by
some of keeping this memory alive.

Neptune Theatre, Halifax – named after the play

Ken Pinto, founder and director of the Atlantic Fringe Festival, wants to
celebrate the “400th anniversary of theatre in Nova Scotia” with a year of
festivities, including a re-enactment of The Theatre of Neptune in New France.
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Theatre 400, the group planning the festivities, hopes the government will
declare "the Year of Theatre", issue a commemorative stamp, commission a
Heritage Minute TV spot, facilitate a travelling display of the original 1606
manuscript, and fund a musical to be produced in Halifax. According to Pinto:
“We hope Theatre 400 will put Nova Scotia theatre on the map, which is why
we're making the announcement now, so we can begin fundraising," Bill Van
Gorder, a board member of Theatre 400, is equally supportive of the reenactment, suggesting "Good theatre, real theatre has a purpose. This play was
aimed at guaranteeing the survival of this group of people for the rest of the
winter."
Not everyone, however, is likely to agree with this glossy and nostalgic
assessment. It takes no great stretch of the imagination to see that The Theatre
of Neptune in New France is an extremely racist play directed against First
Nations (especially the Mi'kmaq people). I first studied the celebrated Neptune
play during an MFA program in Drama at the University of Calgary, and quite
frankly was angered by its racist structure and imperialist motives. As the
supposed “foundation of Canadian theatre”, it smacks of Euro-centric
misrepresentation, manipulation, and oppression – hardly something we should
base Canadian theatrical heritage on, especially given the extraordinary
theatrical traditions of the First Nations people themselves. When I proposed
unmasking its oppressive, colonialist agenda and subverting the text, I met with
considerable old-fashioned Albertan resistance: some professors felt the plan
was an insult to “Canadian Theatre History” whereas others argued that it would
be inappropriate because I am not of First Nations ancestry, and therefore should
hold nothing against the play. The overall message I received was to leave
Neptune alone and get on with the business of directing uncontroversial
traditional plays for (mostly white) middle-class subscription audiences. There
was something rankling about these attitudes – instead of opening discourses
that could potentially challenge Western theatre and its initially corrosive
relationship with the First Nations, they were meant to discourage my interest in
post-colonial and Native theatre. Luckily, hailing from the multi-cultural mecca of
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Montréal, I felt empowered to disregard such outdated and apolitical attitudes – I
explored these fields outside of the stuffy academic institution.
Upon closer examination of The Theatre of Neptune in New France, it
becomes disturbingly clear that this masque was used in an imperialistic manner
to subjugate First Nations through the appropriation of their identities, collective
voice, and lands (often referred to as Turtle Island). Lescarbot, the cultural
appropriator, not only recast Turtle Island as “New France” in his play; he also
co-opted the chief’s title (Sagamaos), and penned four “Indians” (note that these
are called sauvages in the original French production, or “savages”), who all
happily welcome and accept European domination without any reservations
whatsoever. In fact, these “savage” characters are positively obsequious and
servile to the French colonial masters and their imperialist agenda. Also, in a
similar vein to racist “blackface” shows of the American south, white French
sailors played all the roles enacted - including the “Indian” characters.
While re-enactment director Eric Pinto suggests “It's a very simple play,
but it's a good play and it started theatre in this country,” others with more critical
perspectives might tend to disagree. The Theatre of Neptune in New France, far
from being “simple” and “good”, can be seen as a frightening cultural precedent
based on racism, imperialism, oppression, and Western cultural hegemony.
Despite Van Gorder’s spurious assertion that the play “was aimed at
guaranteeing the survival of this group of people [the colonists] for the rest of the
winter," many [Euro-Canadian] scholars believe otherwise, the general
consensus being that the play was actually designed to subjugate the First
Nations. Anton Wagner, editor of Canada’s Lost Plays, believes that “[f]rom a
political point of view, Théâtre de Neptune claims the new world for France and
announces the submission of its indigenous people to the rule of white man”
(“Nationalism” 23; see also Wagner, “Colonial Quebec”). Rick Bowers concludes
that The Theatre of Neptune in New France is:
…[an] accompaniment for a new world perceived as untamed and
hostile, but also one in which the French now consider themselves
resident … The mythic and the realistic have been merged to
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produce the cultural material of the script through an image of
hegemonic interaction in which the Europeans predominate… The
play thus encodes sweeping and unprecedented social energy:
new-world
exploration
and
endurance,
European/Native
acculturation, cultural hegemony through assertion of the dominant
myth…Its author has both a practical and metaphorical purpose in
mind (498 - 499).
According to Bowers in “Le Theatre de Neptune en la Nouvelle-France: Marc
Lescarbot and the New World Masque”:
…the French play by Lescarbot is a significant literary and cultural
artifact: it represents a social interaction expressed in artistic form.
In fact, Le Théâtre de Neptune…is an exercise of power to be
grasped immediately by French explorer and Micmac native alike…
But there is never any doubt as to the dominant cultural ethic. The
French both create and benefit from this dramatized celebration of
power (483 – 484).
As the first piece of Western literature created in the so-called “New World”, The
Theatre of Neptune in New France can also be seen as significant entry-point of
Western cultural hegemony into the First Nations’ social and cultural reality. The
play imposed foreign language, culture and style, behaviour, and perhaps
significantly it was also recorded, imposing on the First Nations an entirely new
way of interpreting and re-producing social and cultural reality. It can be seen as
the starting point of a cultural imperialism that continues to this day.
Cultural imperialism is a form of oppression that comes about when the
dominant group universalizes its experience and culture, and then employs these
as the norm, or as the "official definition of reality" (Adam, 1978). Through a
process of ethnocentrism the dominant group, often without realising it, projects
its experience and culture as representative of all humanity. Young (1990: 59)
notes, "the dominant cultural products of the society, that is, those most widely
disseminated, express the experience, values, goals, and achievements of these
[dominant] groups." Social institutions are based on the culture and experiences
of the dominant group, such as the education system, news media, advertising,
and the entertainment industry. These “cultural” agents serve as "conduits of
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cultural reconstitution, by continually reproducing the language and symbolic
universe of a society" (Adam, 1978: 30). This imposed "social reality" enables the
maintenance of hierarchical divisions of class, gender, race, age, sexual
orientation, and the like by promoting, imposing, and universalizing its own
culture while repressing or suppressing other cultures. In other words, the status
quo consistently receives favourable treatment and, consequentially, subordinate
groups and their efforts to obtain social justice consistently receive negative
treatment (Gitlin, 1980). Members inhabiting a society enveloped by cultural
imperialism are then encouraged to accept this official definition of reality, which
is continuously reinforced by cultural hegemony. Based on the work of Antonio
Gramsci, theatre historian Walter Cohen suggests:
... broadly speaking, [cultural hegemony] is domination by consent [it] nicely captures the structured complex of ruling-class power and
popular opposition, specifying both the limits and the possibilities of
insurgency from below. (28 - 29)
Cultural hegemony, then, is imposed not through domination by force, but rather
by establishing and maintaining a "norm" that dictates how people are to behave.
In Prison Notebooks Gramsci describes how a "norm" can be created and
imposed, suggesting that hegemonic culture works its way into the "spontaneous
philosophy" of a society, with thinking contained by:
1. Language itself, which is a totality of determined notions and
concepts and not just words grammatically devoid of content;
2. "Common sense" and "good sense";
3. Popular religion and, therefore, also the entire system of beliefs,
superstitions, opinions, ways of seeing things and of acting, which
are collectively bundled together under the name of "folklore". (57 58)
When ruling powers manage to dominate meaning within these three spheres of
influence, a cultural hegemony is created, providing a seemingly “natural” social
reality.
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The Theatre of Neptune in New France was, of course, written in French.
This alien language (along with others) imposed on the First Nations had
devastating cultural effects. Not only were certain native languages driven to
extinction, but the European languages in their spread effectively disfigured the
pre-European social reality. In “The Theatre of Orphans/Native Languages on the
Stage” Floyd Favel, a Cree-speaker and Native theatre practitioner suggests that
“Language is related to place; it is our umbilical cord to our place of origin;
literally and symbolically…When a native language is not spoken, an
understanding of the worldview of that nation is purely theoretical (8).”

He

suggests that “The unsubtle message in the European languages is human
superiority over nature, man over woman, man over the birds and bees and the
beast, and all brown, black, and yellow folks (11).”
Notions of “common sense” are also instilled in The Theatre of Neptune in
New France, notably the whole notion of spectatorship to written, rehearsed, reproducable, and staged theatricals. Spectacle, as a form of monologue, is
intended to create a uni-directional discourse. According to Foucault, those who
control the discourse control the power; spectacle, as such, is an ideal
mechanism for alienation and depoliticisation of adversaries. As Theatre of the
Oppressed creator, Augusto Boal notes, when healthy dialogue transforms into
uni-directional monologue, oppressions ensues. The very fact that this
Aristotelian theatre arrangement came into being attests the new way Europeans
intended to “do business” – on a meta-level they would do the casting and write
the scripts, while the First Nations were relegated to the role of spectator (to their
own roles being appropriated and played).
In The Imaginary Indian Daniel Francis notes: “By appropriating elements
of Native culture, non-Natives have tried to establish a relationship with the
country that pre-dates their arrival and validates their occupation of the land”
(190). Francis argues:
When Christopher Columbus arrived…he thought he had reached
the East Indies so he called the people he met Indians. But really
they were Arawaks, and they had as much in common with the

9

Iroquois of the northern woodlands as the Iroquois had in common
with the Blackfoot of the western Plains or the Haida of the Pacific
Coast. In other words, when Columbus arrived in America there
were a large number of different and distinct indigenous cultures,
but there were no Indians. The Indian is the invention of the
European…The Indian began as a White man’s mistake, and
became a White man’s fantasy. Through the prism of White hopes,
fears, and prejudices, indigenous Americans would be seen to have
lost contact with reality and to have become “Indians”; that is
anything non-Natives wanted them to be. (4-5)
The European miscasting and attempted transformation of Natives into “Indians”
had real world effects, as Francis goes on to note:
Images have consequences in the real world: ideas have results.
The Imaginary Indian does not exist in a void. In their relations with
Native people over the years, [non-Natives] have put the image of
the Indian into practice. They have assumed that the Imaginary
Indian was real…and they have devised public policy based on that
assumption. (194)
While it may be “common sense” that the spectator sits still absorbing the
spectacle, this arrangement does not necessarily constitute “good sense” in all
cases, especially this one. In the simple act of observing the spectacle, a whole
new precedent came into being whereby First Nations, cast as spectators, are
alienated and depoliticized in the theatrical (and hence social) arrangement.
Jumping to Gramsci’s third observation, it is also clear that the Europeans
imposed their “folklore”, and The Theatre of Neptune in New France presents an
entirely new and violent cast of characters to the Turtle Island mythologies and
discourse. Since that cultural introduction, whether through Jesuit missionaries,
discriminatory laws, or an unethical education system, native culture has been
further eroded, its people encouraged to reject past ways of thinking and
subscribe to European systems of beliefs, superstitions, opinions, ways of seeing
things and of acting. In Filewod’s analysis of important moments in Canadian
theatre, Performing Canada, he writes that the play:
…was a defining moment that would be replayed for the next five
centuries, a moment in which the theatre enacted an imagined
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authenticity even as it confirmed the extension of empire by
transmuting the work of colonialism into spectacle. (xiii)
Douglas Rushkoff speaks of a "viral syringe," an initial event that injects a
cultural “media virus” into the social reality of any given community. This “virus”,
once injected, proceeds to transform the mediascape (or matrix of discourses) of
the intended social body. Culturally-speaking, Lescarbot’s masque as the first
piece of Western literature and theatre, seems a likely candidate for this concept.
Not unlike the sharp point of a syringe needle, this play pierced a prosperous and
autonomous civilization, injecting it with a hegemonic poison that marked the
beginnings of a cultural genocide against its people, languages, and customs.
Native scholar Ward Churchill wrote A Little Matter of Genocide because
he was provoked by insistent trivialization and denial of the American holocaust
carried out by Europeans against First Nations. He notes:
The American holocaust was and remains unparalleled, both in
terms of its magnitude and the degree to which its goals were met,
and in terms of the extent to which its ferocity was sustained over
time by not one but several participating groups. (4)
Daniel Paul recounts genocidal atrocities against the Mi’kmaq people in his book
We Were Not the Savages, which “have been retold to persuade people of the
majority society to use whatever power they have to see that Canada makes
meaningful amends for the horrifying wrongs of the past” (7). He notes:
The European passion for acquisition caused incomprehensible
damage in the Americas. In fact one can state without fear of
contradiction by any but White supremacists that the carnage and
destruction wrought upon the Americas in the European pursuit of
wealth remains unmatched in human history. Four centuries after
the European invasion began, all the civilizations of two continents
lay in ruins and the remaining people were dispossessed and
impoverished. The uncontested victors were greed and racism. (51)
In this essay I highlight the “cultural genocide” aspect of this crime, not to
undermine the true and total horrors, but rather to emphasize the devastating
cultural effects (beginning with The Theatre of Neptune in New France) that
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accompanied the physical and biological components of the American holocaust.
Churchill notes:
[First Nations comprised]…a hemispheric population estimated to
be as great as 125 million was reduced by something over 90
percent. The people had died in their millions of being hacked apart
with axes and swords, burned alive and trampled under horses,
hunted as game and fed to dogs, shot, beaten, stabbed, scalped for
bounty, hanged on meathooks and thrown over the sides of ships
at sea, worked to death as slave laborers, intentionally starved and
frozen to death during a multitude of forced marches and
internments, and, in an unknown number of instances, deliberately
infected with epidemic diseases (1).
He adds that “In the United States, the native population bottomed out during the
1890s at slightly over 237,000 – a 98-percent reduction from its original size”
(97). In addition to suffering these physical and biological attacks, First Nations
consistently had their culture undermined. For example, editors of American
Indian Theater in Performance: A Reader Hanay Geiogamah and Jaye T. Darby
note that:
…throughout the end of the nineteenth century and early part of the
twentieth century many [Native] ceremonies and dances were
outlawed by the federal government, under pressure from
missionaries and Indian agents. Some of these ceremonies, such
as the potlatch, went underground or outwardly conformed to
mainstream celebrations. For the most part, though, this ban had
devastating effects on tribal communities, cutting them off from
spiritual and cultural continuity and renewal. (vi)
The term “genocide” was derived from the Greek word genos (human group) and
the Latin cide (to “kill” or “put an end to”) by Raphael Lemkin, and describes any
“coordinated and planned annihilation of a national, religious, or racial group by a
variety of actions aimed at undermining the foundations essential to the survival
of that group as a group” (79). Lemkin conceived of genocide as “a composite of
different acts of persecution or destruction,” and his definition includes attacks on
political and social institutions, culture, language, religion, economy and national
feelings of the group. Non-lethal acts that undermined the liberty, dignity, and
personal security of group members also constituted genocide if they contributed
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to weakening the viability of the group as a whole. The following definition
appears in Article II (c) of the United Nations Proposed Convention on Prevention
of the Crime of Genocide (1997):
Cultural Genocide, by which is meant the destruction of the specific
character of the targeted group(s) through destruction or
expropriation of its means of economic perpetuation; prohibition or
curtailment of its language; suppression of its religious, social, or
political practices; destruction or denial of use and access to
objects of sacred sociocultural significance; forced dislocation,
expulsion or dispersal of its members; forced transfer or removal of
its children, or any other means. (quoted in Churchill, 433)
Monroe C. Beardsly also pointed out that cultural genocide breeds policies
designed “to extinguish, utterly or in substantial part, a culture” (86). It is not
difficult to interpret the insidious Theatre of Neptune in New France (the
deranged first piece of Western literature and theatre) as the starting point, the
viral syringe, of the cultural genocide that continues to this day.
The circumstances behind the play began in 1603, when a French
gentleman, Pierre Dugua de Mons, received a fur trade monopoly for a large
area between the 40th and 45th parallel in northeastern North America on
condition he establish a colony there. His first expedition arrived in 1604 and
selected a site for settlement on St. Croix Island. That winter, nearly half the
colonists succumbed to the cold and scurvy. The following summer, after
exploring the nearby coasts, Samuel de Champlain, explorer and mapmaker, and
François Pont-Gravé selected a new site, named Port-Royal, across the Bay of
Fundy. According to First Nations historian Daniel Paul:
The harsh climactic conditions the ill-prepared French found in
northeastern North America in the early stages of their colonization
efforts seemed to present them with an insurmountable barrier.
Those who first settled in Mi’kmaq territory suffered terribly from the
cold temperatures and disease and died off in large numbers.
Eventually, in a display of compassion, but to the People’s longterm detriment, the Mi’kmaq would provide the French with the
knowledge and skills they needed to survive in the new
environment. (53)
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With the founding of Port Royal in 1605 and the help of the Mi’kmaq people, the
French colonists fared much better.
Moving on to the actual performance of The Theatre of Neptune in New
France itself, Hannah Fournier analyzes the play historically in “Lescarbot’s
‘Théâtre de Neptune’: New World Pageant, Old World Polemic”, revealing that
masque performance was widely used as “an entry of the sort commonly offered
to entering dignitaries, especially those who represented sovereign power”
allowing the townsfolk to offer “reassurances of their loyalty by representatives of
the various orders of inhabitants” (3). With the performance coinciding with the
naval return of Sieur de Poutrincourt, the masque heralded French leader’s
homecoming. Poutrincourt and Champlain had left on October 15 with the ship
and most of the men, on another colonial adventure – a voyage of exploration.
This one almost ended in complete disaster as, at a place which Champlain calls
Port Fortune (at 40 degrees of latitude), the expedition was attacked and suffered
a number of casualties. Champlain left a vivid description of the battle which
ensued, and speaks of the loss of a number of his men. During their absence
Lescarbot kept the other colonists busy tending the garden, improving the
buildings, digging a drainage ditch around the Habitation, and opening paths
through the woods – and rehearsing his play.
On November 14th, 1606, in an unconventional mis-en-scene, the masque
was “presented upon the waves of Port Royal…on the return of Sieur de
Poutrincourt from the country of the Armouchiquois” (Canadian Drama, 87). The
“audience” (on the shore) was comprised of both French colonizers and Mi'kmaq
First Nations (including Membertou, their Sagamos, or leader). Never before in
the history of Western theatre had a masque been presented on the open water,
and this point is significant according to Bowers, who suggests:
This production is at the outer reaches of what is literally known; it
is performed literally on Neptune’s element in a location where such
a myth has previously been unheard of…In addition, the
performance is scripted with the actual reunified exploration party
as its cast. The huge backdrop is entirely natural; the native
onlookers are perfectly appropriate, even necessary, extras; all
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props are utilitarian; and the occasion for performance is immediate
and practical (490).
While Hannah Fournier suggests that “Frenchmen and Native alike must have
felt that the great culture of France was powerful indeed to make itself felt in such
a place, [inspiring] awe in the hearts of those natives who may have been
watching” (5 – 6), perhaps it is just as likely that Membertou and his entourage
had negative feelings about their roles being appropriated, in what may have
appeared to be a very bizarre and offensive ritual or performance. According to
an email from Mi’kmaq scholar Daniel Paul, “They thought the white man and his
customs strange, but, being such gracious hosts, they would not contradict them,
even though they thought them loco.”

Sieur de Poutrincourt – appropriated and played the chief’s role (Sagamos)

In The Theatre of Neptune in New France there is a toxic combination of
cultural appropriation and imperialist dogma - the chief’s title (Sagamaos) being
appropriated by the French explorer Sieur de Poutrincourt, four dominated
“Indians” (played by white French sailors) proclaiming subservience to France,
general imperialistic overtones such as trumpeting and the use of cannons – all
of which point towards the reframing of First Nations culture and re-casting of its
people into an oppressive European social reality. Furthermore the language is
to be European with a cast of characters primarily drawn from European
mythology. The dramatic form, Aristotelian spectacle, is to be structured,
rehearsed, and recorded. The overall subtext of the play is intended for the First
Nations observers: their role as depoliticised “savages” is to sit and watch how
15

the colonial masters expect them to behave. Sitting on the shore with his fellow
First Nations, the real Sagamos, Membertou, was expected to acknowledge this
spectacle, and accept his role as spectator.

Sagamos Membertou, spectator to his own role being appropriated and played

The play begins with Poutrincourt arriving to port on his ship, having just
returned from exploration, and awaiting disembarkation into a shallop to come
ashore. Neptune, the Roman god of the sea and earthquakes appears in a boat,
with six Tritons in train. Often depicted as a bearded man with long hair, holding
a trident and accompanied by dolphins and fish, Neptune was reputed to have a
very bad temper, and the violent storms and earthquakes were a reflection of his
furious rage. The dialogue begins with Neptune addressing Poutrincourt: “Halt,
Sagamos, stop here, And behold a God who has care for you” (Lost Plays, 38).
The use of European mythology and deities is also significant in attempting to
recast the first nations into servants of the European ethos. Neptune, often
depicted as an angry and threatening deity, proceeds to brag and boast about his
power

over

the

seas

and

men

who

travel

them,

before

praising

Poutrincourt/”Sagamos” for his colonial efforts, even offering up a divine support
mechanism:
NEPTUNE: I will always help you in your plans
Because I do not want your efforts to be in vain,
And because you have always had the courage
To journey from far away to explore this shore
In order to establish a French domain here
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And have my status and my laws respected (Lost Plays, 39).

Neptune, France’s servant in this play

Neptune, positively gushing by now, continues to offer allegiance to
Poutrincourt/”Sagamos” and to France/”New France”, and becomes completely
subservient towards the end of his speech:
NEPTUNE: Therefore, go forth joyously and follow the path
Where destiny guides you, because I see Fate
Prepare a flourishing Empire for France
In this new world which in the future will proclaim
The immortal renown of de Monts, and of you too,
Under the mighty reign of HENRY, your King (ibid, 39).
Following Neptune’s speech, a trumpet is sounded loudly, encouraging the
Tritons to do the same. Poutrincourt/”Sagmamos” then draws his sword and
“does not replace it in its scabbard until the Tritons have spoken” (ibid, 39).
Tritons, incidentally, are those strange class of mythological sea creatures
with the upper half being human, while the lower is fishlike – complete with
scales, fins and serpentine fish tails. Tritons, which could be male (mermen) or
female (mermaids), were known to escort marine deities (such as Neptune), and
characteristically blew into trumpets created from conch shells.
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Tritons, Neptune’s underlings

The dramatic function of the Tritons is to embolden Neptune with divine authority,
hence reinforcing the importance of his subservience to everything French, as
personified by Poutrincourt/“Sagamos”. After sounding their trumpets, and
singing “nationalistic paeans to contemporary French imperialism” (Bowers, 491),
the Tritons recite a monologue each (all of them incessantly praising
Poutrincourt/“Sagamos”, France, etc.) Describing the colonialist effect, Bowers
writes:
For a moment, the [French colonial] ideal has become real. It is
even noted in the text that Poutrincourt, unprompted, draws his
sword in salute as the Tritons deliver their message of praise. He
thus performs seamlessly his real/fictional role: pre-eminence.
(Bowers, 490).
Following the business with the Tritons, the masque takes a turn towards the
more obvious: “Neptune steps aside a little to make room for a canoe in which
are four Indians who approach, each bringing a gift to Sieur de Poutrincourt”
(Lost Plays, 41). The first and second “Indians” offer gifts that “represent the
practical values of sustenance, comfort, and allegiance” (Bowers, 492). The first
Indian “offers a quarter of an elk or moose” (Lost Plays, 41), and the second
some beaver skins. In doing so, they also “pledge [their] skill as homage to
French domination… and even bequeath [their] own hunting territory” (Bowers,
492). The third Indian is more clearly an example of cultural appropriation.
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Despite being enacted by a French sailor, “Indian #3” offers native cultural
artifacts (Matachiaz) to the French “Sagamos”/Poutrincourt.

Matachiaz – beads and bracelets for special occasions

Brightly coloured strands decorated with beads of wood, pottery or glass, the
"matachias," were highly valued by Native peoples. The women used them to
adorn themselves on special occasions such as ceremonies, marriages, dances,
feasts, the return of warriors, and funerals. “Indian #3”, handing over the
important cultural artefacts (which were crafted lovingly by his wife), declares:
It is not only in France
That Cupid reigns,
But also in New France.
As with you he also lights
His firebrand here; and with his flames
He scorches our poor souls
And plants there his flag.
Cupid – the Roman god of love – is a European personification of lusty and
sexual metaphors. “He” is evidently “planting his flag” amongst the First Nations’
females, and as if the sexual innuendo is not obvious enough in this passage, the
next one appears to be nothing less than the gift of “love” from the female
members of the nation:
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My mistress, when she heard the news
That you were to arrive,
Told me that for love of her
I must come seeking you
And that I must make you gifts…
Therefore, accept gladly –
For the love of my mistress –
The present made with such affection
Which I offer you (42).
In the French version, the sexual innuendo is stronger. A footnote in the text at
line 187 (see Appendix B) quotes Lescarbot: “Ploygamie est reçeue par tout ce
monde-ci“ (HNF, IV, 742/716), roughly translated as “polygamy is accepted by
everyone here”. Bowers believes: “the pleasures of cultural appropriation are
painful. Power is transferred between Micmac and Frenchman through literal
matachiaz and figurative love. Europeans will wear the native accessories, just
as natives will feel the heat of European expansionist ideals…European
institutional securities such as family, church, and polity are represented with one
eye on the native audience and their edification” (493 - 494).
The fourth and final “Indian” is very apologetic because he has nothing to
offer, having hunted unsuccessfully in the woods. He “presents himself with a
harpoon in hand and, after his excuses have been made, announces that he is
going fishing” (Lost Plays, 42). This is the final element in attempting to subvert
the native population through misrepresentation: the fourth “Indian” enters the
sea, claiming “I will now follow Neptune” (43), in order to try and provide the
French with some bounty. Recalling that the sea is the area the French
appropriated at the beginning of the masque, its ruler being the Frenchworshipping Neptune, metaphorically the fourth “Indian” is rejecting his own
culture and nation in order to serve French colonial ambitions.
The masque concludes with Poutrincourt thanking both Neptune for his
offers of security, and the “Indians” for their good will and loyalty. Neptune’s
troupe then sings more praise for Neptune and France, there is more trumpeting,
and “the cannons boom from all sides and thunder as if Prosperine were in
labour: this is caused by the multiplicity of echoes which the hills send back to
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each other. This lasts for more than a quarter of an hour” (Lost Plays, 43) - a very
bold militaristic statement of domination and imperialism. Following this
spectacle, one of “Sagamos”/Poutrincourt’s companions summons up a feast
and invites everyone into Port Royal to bake bread, celebrate and feast.
Arguably the play’s conclusion was the catalyst for the creation of the
“Order of Good Cheer”. Proposed by Samuel de Champlain in the winter of 160607 to keep up the spirit of the little group, and also to assure a supply of fresh
meat, this social club provided hearty food for the men at the French colony of
Port-Royal. Every few days supper became a feast, and on a rotating basis,
everyone at the table was designated "Chief Steward" and put in charge of
organizing one. The men of the Order were those who dined together at
Poutrincourt's table, including prominent men in the colony with whom
Poutrincourt would care to dine. Membertou and Messamoet, Mi'kmaq chiefs in
the area, were frequent guests. Lescarbot writes, "we always had twenty or thirty
savages, men, women, girls, and children, who looked on at our manner of
service. Bread was given them gratis (free) as one would do to the poor."
Ending the performance with a feast and a celebration is indicative of two
things: firstly, feasts were celebratory - typically large, elaborately prepared
meals, usually for many persons and often accompanied by entertainment and
designed for abundant enjoyment. Secondly, feasting was an integral part of the
religious observances connected with the offering up of sacrifices and with
annual festivals. It was one of the designs of the greater solemnities, which
required a gathering and one-ness with “God”. In other words, the feast was
meant to both celebrate this poisonous play in the presence of its spectators, and
instruct them in the ways of European religion with a view of future conversion.
Today at the site of Port Royal is a Parks Canada “historical site”,
including reconstructed early 17th-century buildings representing the original
“Habitation”. Rebuilt on its exact original location, the reconstructed Port Royal is
maintained and operated by Parks Canada and open year-round for visitors.
While visitors can take in the panoramic view of the Annapolis River and Basin,
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they also meet costumed interpreters and encounter period demonstrations that
attempt to recreate the look and feel of historical Port Royal.

Port-Royal National Historic Site of Canada – reconstructed 17th-century buildings

Presumably the scheduled re-enactment is going to take place here, along with
other events planned by the Port Royal 400th Anniversary Society, such as a reenactment of the initial landing of Champlain at Port Royal on July 16, 2005.

Port-Royal - also known as "The Habitation"

The planned “historical” re-enactment(s) can be seen as metaphorical
statements of ongoing domination, and it is unsettling that The Theatre of
Neptune in New France continues to maintain an aura of romantic nostalgia for
people like Pinto and Van Gorde of Theatre 400, not to mention Parks Canada. It
is outright disturbing that, despite the obvious racism infesting the play and
ongoing mistreatment of North America’s First Nations, there are big plans for reenactment.
In the Canadian Theatre Review Native theatre activist Lisa Mayo of
Spiderwoman Theater, a pioneer of dramatic post-colonial re-appropriation and
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deconstruction, states: “Native peoples today are the survivors of a holocaust
that is still continuing. Many of our ceremonies, languages and whole nations
were obliterated” (54). The Theatre of Neptune in New France is not something
that should be re-enacted lightly – its creation and performance heralded the
cultural conquest and genocide against the First Nations civilization. Following
Rushkoff’s concept of the “viral syringe”, if The Theatre of Neptune in New
France signifies the injection site of a cultural toxin; what is needed is not another
dose of the same disfiguring poison, but rather a cultural vaccination against the
horrible damage that has already been done. A distinctively critical and postcolonial response is required. As Thomson Highway says, "Before the healing
can take place, the poison must be exposed." The re-enactment cannot go
unchallenged.
The 21st Century has heralded in a new era of increased intercommunication and critical thinking, and Native Theatre is spreading its counterhegemonic and post-colonial messages far and wide. In The Empire Writes
Back, Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin apply the term postcolonial
to all cultures affected by the imperial process, from the moment of colonization
to the present. The literatures of all these cultures “emerged in their present form
out of the experience of colonization and asserted themselves by foregrounding
the tension with the imperial power, and by emphasizing their differences from
the assumptions of the imperial centre. It is this which makes them distinctively
post-colonial'' (2). Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins discuss post-colonialism’s
agenda in Post-Colonial Drama: Theory, Practice, Politics, stating that its
purpose is:
to dismantle the hegemonic boundaries and the determinants that
create unequal relations of power based on binary oppositions such
as ‘us’ and ‘them’, ‘first world’ and ‘third world’, ‘white and black’,
‘coloniser’
and
colonized’…post-colonial
texts
embrace
a…specifically political aim: that of the continued destabilization of
the cultural and political authority of imperialism” (3).
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It is also noteworthy that some of the most revered theatre artists on this
continent are in fact First Nations who deal with post-colonial issues through
drama. Compendiums such as W.B. Worthen’s The Harcourt Brace Anthology of
Drama, for example, reveal that playwright Tomson Highway is reaching
unprecedented prominence as one of Canada’s most respected artists. DrewHayden Taylor is also gaining in popularity, with Toronto at Dreamers Rock being
the most-produced Canadian play in PACT theatres during the 97/98 season
(according to an unpublished study by Philip Spensley at Concordia University).
Importantly, among the political aims of these native artists is to give their people
a voice; one that expresses resistance to the poor treatment received in postcolonial North America, and hope for a better future. Monique Mojica speaks of
theatre “as an instrument of our recovery,” in an issue of Canadian Theatre
Review devoted to Native theatre in the Americas, but also speaks of “taking the
language of colonization... and transforming it into a new theatrical language,
borrowing the tools and techniques of European theatre to create our craft” (3).
Geiogamah sees Native theatre as an important way for Native peoples to
reclaim their identities from dominant society and “re-imagine” themselves. He
and Darby note:
Contemporary efforts in Native theatre and film seek to reclaim
images, locate sites of significance, and center Native identities in
their myriad and multivocal expressions…[These] are creative acts
of self-determination drawing from tribal and personal sources of
power and balance – spiritual, cultural, political, and aesthetic. (v)
Geiogamah observed in an interview: “If you don’t do it, then the white people will
do it for you…They’ll tell your story for you. They’ll tell you who you are. They’ll
tell you what you are if you let them”(vii). Geiogamah and Darby suggest:
Grounded in ritual traditions and infused with compassion, humor,
and possibility, the restorative quality of the mythic found in much of
contemporary Native theatre has a great deal to offer the theatre of
the twenty-first century. With unflinching candor in exposing social
issues, the healing focus on integration, balance, and harmony
contrasts with the emphasis on the ironic, tragic, fragmented, and
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chaotic in much of Western literature and theatre…Native theatre is
theatre of transformation. (xii)
Concerning approaches to Native Theatre, Geiogamah and Darby note, “As in
the tradition of a talking circle, each person shares his or her views and insights,
and while differences occur, out of the many voices emerge deeper
understandings” (iii). They also invite people to “engage in this conversation,
develop many more circles – talking and performing – and “dare to imagine” the
possibilities of Native theatre in its myriad forms and performance traditions” (iii).
I believe it would be a useful exercise for circles upon circles of First
Nations people, theatre activists, and others to re-appropriate, unmask, and
subvert Lescarbot’s derogatory masque. The Theatre of Neptune in New France,
as the first “play” ever produced in the so-called “New World” presents significant
post-colonial challenges to dramaturges, theatre artists, activists, and the society
at large (both Native and non-Native) in the beginning of the 21st Century. Given
that Lescarbot’s racist masque has such an important place in Western literary
and theatrical history, one wonders why The Theatre of Neptune in New France
has never been artistically engaged with in a critical and post-colonial manner.
Today there is a sense of urgency to this task – because the play is going to be
re-enacted and glorified (yet again), this time with much glossy and corporate
fanfare, it is imperative that a cultural intervention takes place.
Using whichever strategies are deemed most effective, one major goal of
theatre activists, as Clements and Donkin argue in Upstaging Big Daddy:
Directing Theater as if Gender and Race Matter, is to “encourage [the] actors to
develop subtexts the playwrights never dreamed of” (2). In “Strategies for
Subverting the Canon,” Cima also offers ideas on deconstructing and subverting
objectionable plays:
What is the social function and effect of our directorial work? Which
specific strategies – design intervention, cross-casting, textual
changes, for example – might enable the particular audience of an
individual production to see themselves anew? There is no
universal formula or combination of strategies that will work best for
every situation (Cima 94).
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Keeping Cima’s words in mind, the SINKING NEPTUNE project has been
initiated by the OTL Radical Dramaturgy Unit in Montreal as a collective
exploration of the best methods, strategies and techniques to subvert the
Neptune text (such as Brecht’s actor/demonstrator, the use of extra
dramaturgical materials to juxtapose Lescarbot’s work, subversive music, etc.),
followed potentially by a critical performance. This process will keep in mind the
words of African-American post-colonial scholar, actress, and playwright Anna
Deavere Smith, who calls for a new type of player in “Not So Special Vehicles”:
Actors used to be, in the days of commedia, humanitarians,
gymnasts, actors, singers, psychiatrists rolled into one.
Provocateurs [my emphasis]. The clowns and fools were willing to
say what others would be shot for saying. Who do our actors speak
for? Who can they speak for? (1077).
We intend to collectively speak on behalf of a society striving for human liberation
over oppression, especially in regards to native issues.
Furthermore, given the ongoing cultural genocide against First Nations
peoples, I propose a serious examination of the theatrical re-enactment itself,
scheduled for November 14th, 2006. In the spirit of the infringement movement, it
is likely that the re-enactment needs to be subverted through infiltration, culturejamming, and possibly outright meme-warfare. In order to raise awareness on
native issues and help eradicate oppression First Nations continue to experience
to this day, it is likely that the initial June process and reading will be a stepping
stone towards further action, action that will hopefully be networked across the
land. Fortunately there is time (15 months as of July 2005) to examine this
situation critically and to take whatever dramatic steps are necessary to ensure
that this play and its re-enactment are dealt with in an appropriate manner.
Disallowing it to be depicted as a piece of “historical” and nostalgic theatre
deserving of re-enactment, tax-payer-funded Heritage Minutes, musicals, and
special stamps, it must be unmasked and exposed for the imperialist and racist
colonial propaganda it is. It should be culture-jammed.
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This essay is an open invitation to take the text, expose its poison, and
subvert it in any manner possible – in drama classrooms, on the stage, in the
streets, on the radio and internet. Spread the word, and connect with others –
together we can build up the cultural resistance movement, and fight to usher in
an era of social justice for the First Nations people. Reinforcing the words of
Geiogamah and Darby, I invite you to engage in this conversation, develop many
more circles - talking and performing - and dare to imagine the possibilities of
sinking Neptune.

*** Please see Appendix C (p. 54) to learn how you can get involved ***
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Appendix A – English translation of original text

From Canada’s Lost Plays, Vol. 4
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Appendix B – original French text by Marc Lescarbot

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

Appendix C – OTL Process Strategy for Sinking Neptune
OTL intends to network and potentially collaborate with community-groups,
theatre activists, critical educators, culture-jammers, and others. By making
people aware of the issues and project, and inviting their own critical reactions
and artistic responses, OTL hopes to assist in building a critical mass of cultural
resistance to the re-enactment, and by extension bring First Nations issues into
the spotlight..
Please note that anyone can create their own cultural resistance against this
play. Please feel free to create your own critical response or post-colonial
subversion, and get in touch with the OTL if you wish to network or collaborate.
Concerning deconstruction of the play itself, OTL will attempt to create a
Montreal-based subversive performance based on the play-text - perhaps to be
played in the fountain at the Place des Arts, on the Lachine Canal, or the historic
Piscine Schubert. In Montreal this effort is being conducted by the Optative
Theatrical Laboratories, with a process that is open to the public for those who
wish to participate.

For more information and/or to get involved:
Net:

http://www.optative.net/current.html click on “SINKING NEPTUNE”

Email: optatif@excite.com
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