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Summary: Charles Huot and the Decoration of 
the Legislative 
hy J.-R. Ostiguy 

O n 21 January 1793 the Legislative Asscmbly of 
Lowcr Canada debatcd a motion to cstablish the use 
o f both French and English in parliamentary affairs. 
T his dramatic moment was chosen as the subj cct for 
Charles Huot's historical painting The Language De
liate (sec fig. 18), commissioncd by the provincial 
govcrmncnt in 1910 as part of the decorative pro
gramme for the Legislative Assembly Building. 
The architect for the building, Eugène Taché, had 

cnvisioncd a decorative programme of sculpture and 
painting that would rcvicw and extol the events and 
glorics in Qucbcc's history. As carly as 1883, projccts 
wcrc submittcd for both the intcrior and the cxtcrior 
decoration of the building (whcn it was still undcr 
construction) by Napoléon Bourassa, who undcr
stood the general purposc bchind the decorative 
schcm c and had experience in the realization of large 
ornamcntal ensembles. Eugène Hamel also submittcd 
:1 writtcn projcct, but both his and Bourassa's pro
posais wcrc considcrcd too cxpcnsivc. 
In 1886, the ycar the construction of the building 

was complctcd, the first con tracts werc awarded- but 
only for sculpture- to Bourassa's protégé, Philippe 
ll ébcrt. Thus, while the ornamcntation of its façade 
was begun, the arcas rcscrvcd for paintings in the 
intcrior of the building rcmaincd cmpty. 
In 1890, a commission for a large painting was givcn 

to C harles Alexander Smith. The choicc of this artist 
fo r a mural dcpicting the rebellion of 1837- 1838 was 
a curious one. It arouscd a good deal of controvcrsy, 
and a la ter govcrnmcnt rcfuscd to acccpt the work on 
the prctcxt that it was "too rcvolutionary." 

In 1901 the govcrnmcnt again turncd its attention to 
the intcrior decoration and a competition was an
nounccd in the Qucbcc ncwspapcrs. The article also 
mcntioncd that Suzor-Coté and Henri Beau werc 
thcn working on historical subjccts . The intcrcst of 
Bourassa and Hamel in the projcct had bccn rcvivcd. 
Beau' s 1904 painting The Arriva! of Cha111plain at 
Qucbcc was sclectcd and installcd in the Legislative 
Council Chambers. 
Although C harles H uot' s namc had bccn mcntioncd 

sincc 1886, it was not until 1910 that he was officially 
considcrcd for a commission. In that ycar, a jury 
co1nprising T homas Chapais, Eugène Taché, and 
Ernest Myrand rccommcndcd that Huot be assigncd 
to dcpict a sccnc from the 1793 session of the As
scmbly ofLowcr Canada. 

Agreement was rcachcd, and the contract for The 
Lauguage Debate was signcd in August 1910. In the 
spring of I9II, Huot obtaincd the financial support 
to cnablc him to travel to France. He improviscd a 
studio in a church in Asnières, ncar Paris, and ar
rangcd for nwdels to pose in costumes he considcrcd 

appropriate to his subject. Returning to Quebec City 
in mid-November, H uot found space at the École 
Technique on Langelier Boulevard where he could 
continue his work. The painting was completed in 
Octobcr of 1913 and the unveiling cercmony took 
place in the Legislative Assembly Cham ber on 11 
November 1913. 
The painting was an immediate success and was 

highly acclaimcd. Huot' s reputation as an historical 
paintcr was cstablishcd, particularly for his ability to 
pictorially translate the ideologies and emotions of the 
intellectual and political élites of his day. Critics, such 
as J. E. Prince and Hormisdas Magnan, wrotc of the 
high lcvel of academie competence and praiscd the 
pcrfcct balanec the artist had achicvcd betwecn rcal
ism and idcalism. 
To crcatc an historically accurate reconstruction of 

an event which had occurrcd almost 120 ycars bcforc 
must have prescntcd a considerable challenge. Y ct an 
analysis of The Language Debate and a comparison 
with matcrial from othcr sources rcvcal how thor
oughly Huot rcscarchcd his subjcct. Whcn accuratc 
information was availablc to him (c.g ., portraits of 
individual deputies), he incorporatcd it in the sc cne; 
whcn information was lacking, he dcvelopcd intcrcst
ing, and plausible, solutions. He did, howcvcr, takc 
one delibera tc licence: he includcd the Ch âtcau 
Saint-Louis and the Citadel in the vicw secn through 
the windows in the background. 
Once the iconography had bccn cstablishcd, it still 

rcmained for Huot to organizc the figures with the 
othcr pictorial clements into a ra tional system which 
would also serve to express the drama of the debatc. 
His positioning of the dcputies in groups around 
the principal figures (Chartier de Lotbinièrc, Jean
Antoine Panct, and Joseph Papineau) corresponds to 
the votes on the motion, and also succccds in convcy
ing somc of the emotion of the actual event. 

In this contcxt, it is intcrcsting to note that the first 
sketches present a rather static composition similar to 
The Fathers of Corifederation by Robert Harris . Y ct in 
his final version Huot managcd to animatc the sccnc, 
to convcy movement and dynamism, and thus to 
involvc the spectator in the composition. 
Huot was awardcd two more commissions for the 

decoration of the Legislative Asscmbly Building, but 
neithcr of thcsc subjccts rcally captured his imagina
tion. In 1914, he bcgan the preliminary work on an 
allcgory of the motto Je 111e souv iens. The sketches for 
this proj cct wcrc acccptcd and a contract signed, al
though modifications of the central figure wcrc made. 
Huot found the commission difficult and it was not 
until the autumn of 1919 that the skctched canvas was 
affixed to the cciling of the Legislative Asscmbly 
Cham ber ; the work Je 111e souviens was complctcd in 
la tc 1920. The last contract, awardcd in 1926, was for 
The Sovereign Council, intcndcd to replace Bcau's 
carlicr work. Huot dicd in 1930 whcn this painting 
was only partially completcd; it was finish cd by 
othcr artists. 43 
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During the 1930s and 1940s critical opimon of 
Huot' s work chang cd. Gérard Morrisct, in particular, 
was somcwhat unfair to the artist whcn he uscd 
criteria for evaluation that did not takc into consid
eration the standards acccptcd by the society of 
Huot's pcriod. 
Toda y, howcvcr, Huot' s reputation as a pa inter has 

bccn rc-cstablishcd. One can rcfcr to many historical 
paintings in Europe and America which cmploy 
thC1ncs similar to The Language Dcbate. Among thcsc, 
John Trumbull' s The Declaration of Independencc can 
be said to rcscmble H not' s work in the mcasurc of its 
narrative style and its quality of pathos; stylistically, 
Jean-Paul Laurcn's work is sim.ilar. Huot had said 
that he was inspircd by the fa mous relief (sec fig. 24) 
by Aimé-Jules Dalou; yct the fact rcmains that Huot's 
composition is cntirely original and cntirely appro
priatc to his subjcct. The Language Debate must be 
considcrcd his mastcrpiccc and dcscrvcs mcticulous 
study. 
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