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Évelyne de la Chenelière penned Bashir Lazhar because “I wanted to challenge myself by writing something that was very far from my life and what I knew.” 
Photograph by: Robert J. Galbraith, Montreal Gazette 

MONTREAL - Stage-to-screen adaptations are becoming a must for successful filmmaking in Quebec. Monsieur Lazhar, based on the play Bashir Lazhar 
by Évelyne de la Chenelière, is about to make its way to the Academy Awards as a foreign-film nominee, the year after Incendies, based on the play of the 
same name by Wajdi Mouawad, followed the same route. 

True, Incendies didn’t win the Oscar. And only the voting academy members know how Monsieur Lazhar, which was produced by the same company 
(micro_scope), will fare. But this second-in-a-row nomination is bound to draw some extra attention to Montreal’s vibrant francophone theatre scene in 
general, and de la Chenelière in particular. 

Next week she’ll be making her first trip to Los Angeles to attend the Academy Awards on Feb. 26. 

This Governor General’s Award-winning playwright (for Désordre public, in 2006) seemed remarkably unfazed about this development in her 15-year career 
when I spoke with her recently in a St. Denis St. restaurant. 

She’s excited about the nomination, she said, because “it proves that a work of art can be powerful, yet subtle. Not violent, or overwhelmed by big 
emotions. It’s a humble way of telling a story, I think. And, in the end, it’s powerful.” 

Monsieur Lazhar tells the tale of a gentle, long-suffering Algerian immigrant named Bashir Lazhar who turns up at an elementary school after a teacher has 
committed suicide, and offers his services as a substitute. 

During his time with the children, they flourish both personally and academically. But eventually his past catches up with him, and the touching idyll comes 
to a melancholy end. 

De la Chenelière wrote the play because “I wanted to challenge myself by writing something that was very far from my life and what I knew.” She has never 
been an immigrant, or a teacher, only a student who empathized with her teachers. 

Asked if the film was true to her play, de la Chenelière replied: “Absolutely. And yet (writer-director) Philippe Falardeau took all the freedom he needed to 
make it his own work.” 

He had seen the one-man play shortly after its premiere at Théâtre d’Aujourd’hui in 2007, prior to its cross-Canada tour. She worked closely with him on the 
script. “It was a long process,” she said. “When Philippe first wrote all his versions, I would read them.” Together, they would try to solve any problems that 
would crop up in the writing, she added. 

It was she who suggested Mohamed Saïd Fellag (a comedian best known as Fellag) for the lead role, as she had seen him do the play in Paris. After 
auditioning others, Falardeau agreed with her choice. 

It doesn’t seem to bother de la Chenelière that she’s getting less attention than Mouawad did over the Incendies Oscar nomination. (Although then, too, 
many journalists at first talked only about film director Denis Villeneuve, not Mouawad and his play.) 

“Wajdi already had a much bigger profile,” de la Chenelière said with a shrug. Within Quebec, however, she seems to be gaining ground. An Oscar win 
would be likely to alter the landscape for her as well as Falardeau. 



At 36, de la Chenelière is regarded as one of Quebec’s top playwrights. Her works have already been performed around the world, in several languages. 
Des fraises en Janvier (seen at Centaur Theatre as Strawberries in January) was her biggest hit prior to Bashir Lazhar. Her last play, L’Imposture, had a 
prestigious premiere at Théâtre du Nouveau Monde in 2009. 

In addition, she’s a noted actor on stage and screen. She appears in Monsieur Lazhar as the mother of Alice, and in the recent film Café de Flore as 
Amélie. 

We spoke during a rehearsal break. Her next play, a stage adaptation of the Marie Cardinal novel Une vie pour deux – directed by Alice Ronfard, Cardinal’s 
daughter – will open April 24 at Espace Go. “It’s my turn to adapt,” she said. She’ll be performing, too, in this work, which means a lot to her. 

The late Jean-Pierre Ronfard (father of Alice, husband of Cardinal), who died in 2003, was a much-cherished mentor. “I miss him a lot,” she said. She 
began her career with his Nouveau Théâtre Expérimental at Espace Libre after studying theatre for three years at École Michel Granvale in Paris, where 
she had gone to pursue studies in modern literature at the Sorbonne. “I was a (university) dropout,” she admitted, with a laugh. 

For de la Chenelière, who grew up in N.D.G., the main reward in theatre is the process itself. “Because there, all is possible,” she said. 

She’s doubtful that the success of the Falardeau film will be a game-changer, at least for her. 

At present, she’s working on her second novel. La concordance des temps was her first. She writes at home, mainly when the children are out. But she’s 
used to familial interruptions. She had her first child when she was 20. Now, she and actor/director Daniel Brière have four children in their blended family, 
ranging in age from 11 to 20. After 12 years together, they are about to be married. Very quietly, very soon. 

But it was an Oscar dress, not a wedding one, that she was thinking about on the day we spoke, as she had just received the news that she was indeed 
going to the Academy Awards ceremony. (Not sitting with Falardeau, but still in the room.) “They (the producers) worked really hard to get the ticket for me,” 
she said. 

A striking brunette with arresting eyes, she’s likely to turn a few heads on the red carpet. She hopes to wear something fetching, possibly by a Montreal 
designer. “My boyfriend and I are on the case,” she said. 

She and Brière will arrive in L.A. two days before the Oscars, in order to take in related events. But her California excursion will be brief, as she has to get 
back to continue the craft that makes it all worthwhile. “We only had to reschedule two rehearsals,” she said. “And I’ll bring my script, to learn my lines.” 

One thing she won’t be doing when she gets back is blogging for the Huffington Post. After initially agreeing to do it, she was one of several Quebecers who 
changed their minds. For her, it was a personal decision, not a financial or political one. In her exit letter, she wrote that she had come to the conclusion that 
the style, format and cadence of blogs were antithetical to her relationship with writing, therefore “I am simply incapable of doing it.” 

Une vie pour deux (La chair et autres fragments de l’amour), adapted by Évelyne de la Chenelière from Marie Cardinal, runs April 24 to May 19, at Espace 
Go. Call 514-845-4890 or visit espacego.com. 

Monsieur Lazhar is playing in Montreal cinemas. 
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