Anne Hébert (1916-2000) 

French-Canadian novelist, poet, playwright, and short-story writer, noted for her examination of the lives of the Quebeçois. Hébert combined realism and symbolism, and reworked the tradition of the historical novel. In her poems Hébert used free verse with dense, almost surrealistic images. Her novels show influence of the French nouveau roman and postmodern narrative techniques. 

Anne Hébert was born in Sainte-Catherine-de-Fossambault, about 25 miles (40 kilometers) from Québec City. She started to write poetry in her teens under the tutelage of her father, Maurice-Lang Hébert (1888-1960), a provincial civil servant and a distinguished literary critic. Another crucial person in Hébert's life was her cousin, Hector de Saint-Denys Garneau (1912-43), a poet, who died of a heart attack at the age of 31. 

Hébert attended Collège Saint-Coeur de Marie, Merici, Quebec, and Collège Notre Dame, Bellevue, Quebec. She worked for Radio Canada (1950-53), and the National Film Board of Canada (1953-54, 1959-60). In the mid-1950s she moved to Paris, but made frequent visits to Canada. Her first collection of poems, Les Songes en Éguilabre appeared in 1942, but the traditional collection did not predict the the anger of Le Torrent (1950, The Torrent), a collection of short stories. In Le Tombeau des Rois (1953) Hébert explored cold-bloodedly her anguish, the stifling responsibilities of maturity, and repression and revolt, particularly in relation to a Quebec dominated and oppressed by king and clergy. 
Fantastic elements were present already in Hébert's first novel, Les Chambres de bois (1958, The Silent Rooms), and continued to appear in her subsequent works. Les Chambres de bois was about a woman whose husband has a horror of sex. The heroine, Catherine, revolts against the marital prison, and breaks out of the rooms of the title. Kamouraska (1970) was based on stories Hébert's mother had told her but also on historical research. It began the cycle in 19th-century Quebec, and was based on a historical murder, on a story of a woman who conspires with her lover to murder her husband. Hébert's narrative changes from first person to the third, she enters the mind of Elisabeth, and reveals her revolt behind her submissive appearence. 

Les Enfants de Sabbat (1975, Children of the Black Sabbath) was a tale of witchcraft, incest, and intercourse with the devil. Julie, the protagonist, is dedicated to sorcery and lives out a perverse version of the virgin birth. The novel was poorly received in Quebec. In Héloïse (1980) the title character belongs to a community of vampires that dwells among abandoned Parisian subway stations. Héloïse haunts the underground and sucks the blood of Métro passengers. In Les fous de Bassan (1982, In the Shadow of the Wind) Hébert depicted people in an English-speaking village in the Gaspé. Six narratives relate from different angles rape and murder of two cousins, Nora and Olivia Atkins. One of the narrator is their cousin Steven Brown, the murderer. Nora also tells her story, and about her sexual awakening - "I know about boys. That sting in the middle of their bodies, while I, I am hollow and moist. Waiting." The sixth narrator is the spirit of Olivia. The book was a best seller in Canada and in France it was awarded the 1982 Prix Femina. "The power in this haunting book - a power that seems in no way diminished in translation - comes from the language, the rich, inventive images, the heated, melodious prose. The winds Anne Hebert stirs up in her readers' minds do not die down until long after the book has been closed." (C.B. Bryan in The New York Times, July 22, 1984)

In the late1990s Hébert returned to Canada after learning she was terminally ill. She died of bone cancer on January 22, 2000, in Montreal, Quebec. Hébert never married and had no children. Her last novel, Un Habit de lumière, appeared in 1998. 

For further reading: 

Anne Hébert: In Search of the First Garden by Kelton W. Knight (1999); Anne Hébert, son oeuvre, leurs exils by Neil B. Bishop (1993); Anne Hébert by Janet M. Paterson (1985); La femme à la fenêtre by Maurice Émond (1984); Anne Hébert by Delbert W. Russell (1983); La quête d'équilibre dans l'oeuvre romanesque d'Anne Hébert by Serge A. Thériault (1980); Entre songe et parole by P.H. Lemieux (1978); Anne Hébert by R. Lacôte (1969); Anne Hébert by P.Pagé (1965).
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Poet of the Heart and Soul

ANNE HEBERT: 1916-2000

BY MARIE-CLAIRE BLAIS

Monday, Feb. 07, 2000

With the death of Anne Hebert in Montreal on Jan. 22, we lost a great poet who after a lengthy stay in Paris had a few years ago returned to Montreal to live. She was a poet for whom the beauty of the world was a vast source of inspiration and delight, a poet who rejected pettiness and the delusion of borders, who was sensitive above all to the tumult of this world as she sought a serenity that would endure. She was a poet, novelist and playwright who published her first work in 1942, and thereafter gave us powerful novels like Kamouraska and In the Shadow of the Wind, and more poetic ones like The Silent Rooms; she gave us such plays as Le Temps Sauvage (The Wild Time) and collections of poetry like The Tomb of the Kings, Songes en equilibre (Balancing Dreams) and Mystere de la Parole (The Mystery of the Word).

In all her writing, Hebert explored from within the fundamental solitude of the human heart, as well as the mystery of writing, of what she called "the Word" (la Parole), unveiling with deceptive simplicity, even with austerity, its secrets and its hidden meanings. I see her work as a pure and fervent meditation driven by images and symbols that are recognizable to all, and that were her way of speaking about life, death, the justice and injustice of love received or love not shared, the sorrow or the joy of humankind.

While her own Word, her writing, is always restrained, no covert propriety held her back when she set out to give us a truthful, precise and concise picture of contemporary life. Hers is a prophetic voice, akin to the measured and balanced voice of poets like Emily Dickinson and, closer to us, Elizabeth Bishop. A writer who was always lucid and fully aware, she saw into that part of the human soul where "death accompanies her, like a grownup who would hold her hand." She saw beyond the mirror of the confused and uncertain world, for if the thought of our existence is steeped in the somber inevitability of death, the visionary poet in Hebert never stopped celebrating the freshness and the renewal of life, in prose both rigorous and, at certain moments, inspired.

For future generations of writers and poets who will come after her, this great artist will continue to be an exemplary model of courage and perseverance in the way that she approached the act of writing. We mourn her too as the loyal friend she was to so many of us, in Paris, in Quebec and the rest of Canada. She read our own books closely, attentively; she would write to us across borders and across the years. She was a forthright and sincere friend.

Hebert preferred readings in universities to the probings of the media or their demands; modest, she chose to be withdrawn, even silent; humble and independent, she occupied a space that to her was sacred, that "room of one's own," which Virginia Woolf was the first to name, achieved through such hardship by women who have to read, to think, for our deliverance.

Despite her passion for solitude, Hebert could lend herself with remarkable grace to the social requirements of her world, in the universities or conference rooms of Europe or North America, where fate sometimes brought us together. There, in the company of students, she was unstintingly generous with her time, a generosity that many writers are unable to offer to their readers or to budding writers who come for advice. Whatever secrets she may have withheld, she was first and foremost a human being, curious about each one of us, a woman who loved laughter, who was capable of making observations that were ironic but never cruel. Her work was characterized by a fine balance, a passion for harmony and measure, and by deep compassion.

We, her colleagues and friends, would have liked to see Anne Hebert's magnificent career crowned by the Nobel Prize for Literature, but we are certain her writing will continue to delight people throughout the world. When the voices of great writers like her compatriots Germaine Guevremont and, more recently, Gabrielle Roy and Francoise Loranger are stilled to return to the night, we too enter into that night, into the darkness left behind by their absence. The road that we now must travel will lead us all back to what they bequeathed us: something alive, to carry into the future.

(Marie-Claire Blais is the author, most recently, of Soifs (These Festive Nights), translated by Sheila Fischman)
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