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Taking an interest in Quebec’s 
multi-cultural side provides 
locals with vivid memories 

and a taste for new flavours. The 
Association amité Québec–Japon 
(AAQJ) recently hosted a prime 
opportunity to extend the holiday 
season – its twelfth annual 
Japanese New Year celebration – 
Saturday, January 26, at Eastern 
Quebec Learning Centre.  

Japanese Consul General 
Tatsuo Arai gave the opening 
remarks in French and Japanese. 
He underscored the cultural 
exchange taking place, saying, 

“2013 marks the 40th anniversary 
of diplomatic relations directly 
between Quebec and Japan. In 
Tokyo and here in Quebec, the 
consulates will be hosting events 
to celebrate.”

Additionally, the AAQJ is cur-
rently raising funds to support an 
upcoming visit of 23 Japanese 
students who were personally 
affected by the 2011 earthquake 
and tsunami in Japan. To this 
end, a bazaar in the EQLC 
library boasted tables laden 
with brightly colored Japanese 
arts and crafts, comic books, 
and special desserts. Hands-on 
workshops were offered for the 
Japanese tea ceremony and ink-
and-brush calligraphy.

Later,  a master Ta i ko 
drummer, traditional dancers, an 
acrobat and a contortionist filled 
the school with pulsing rhythms 
and energy. Chado Urasenke 
Tankokai Quebec offered a full 
tea ceremony demonstration. The 
entire assembly was meditatively 
silent for nearly twenty minutes 
as guests “listened to the music 
of the ceremony” – hot and cold 
water being poured, subtle stir-
ring, and quiet swishing of silk 
kimonos.

Nearly one hundred guests 
enjoyed a toast (kampai) with 
special saké, traditional Obento 
box lunches, soup, and a smor-
gasbord of desserts prepared 
by Japanese chef Miyano Sakai 
and a host of capable assistants. 
Sakai operates out of EQLC, 
where she is also responsible for 
the fine international flavours 

served daily in the cafeteria.  
Open to the public, the cel-

ebration drew a deeply diverse 
group of guests. Japanese 
residents in Quebec City mingled 
with students at Université 
Laval, there to experience first-
hand the culture they study 
on campus. Laurence S., an 
elementary education major, 
said her interest dates back to 
childhood. “Japanese animated 
cartoons first piqued my inter-
est when I was young. I tried to 
learn Japanese by myself, and 
eventually enrolled in courses at 
Université Laval when I learned 
they were offered.”

Donna McEwen told the QCT, 
“I spent my high school years 
living in Japan. I returned to 
Japan to visit my host mother 
recently, and have since resumed 
studying Japanese with a local 
instructor.” Jan Earle, originally 
from Great Britain, said, “I 
became interested in Japanese 
language in preparation for a trip 

to visit my son who was working 
in Japan. I discovered I had an 
aptitude for the language, and 
that I loved it!” Earle now studies 
with the same Japanese instruc-
tor as McEwen.

Claude Villeneuve, a self-
described cinema buff, said 
he first became intrigued by 
Japanese sword martial arts 
(kendo) through films. “Later, 
I saw a Japanese exhibit at 
Expo Cité. That motivated me 
to study kendo, then aikido, and 
more recently the Japanese tea 
ceremony.”  

Consul General Arai ex-
plained Japanese New Year 
traditions to the QCT by differ-
entiating them from the more 
flamboyant Chinese celebra-
tions. He said, “The objective, 
to welcome in the new year, is 
basically the same. The Chinese 
tend to do so loudly, with music, 
parades, and fireworks. Japanese 
traditions are more serene and 
spiritual.” He continued, “On 

New Year’s Day, families gather 
to eat special food – osechi-ryōri – 
which has been prepared several 
days in advance to ensure no one 
has to work during the holidays. 
People also go to shrines to pray 
for good things in the coming 
year.”

Arai also elaborated on the 
nature of Japanese in Quebec. 
He said, “Many Japanese come 
here to see the autumn colours, 
and some like it well enough 
to stay. Others come to study 
or work, or because they met 
a Quebecer in Japan and fell 
in love.” He also noted that 
Japanese began to immigrate to 
Quebec in the 1960s. Today, he 
estimates over 4,000 Japanese 
live in the province, with a 50-50 
split between Japanese nationals 
and Japanese–Canadians. “Only 
around 100 of these individuals 
live in Quebec City, but as this 
New Year’s celebration attests, 
they are a united, active and 
welcoming group.”  

The grand finale was dancing. 
Kayo Yasuhara, a professional 
Japanese dancer, performed a 
number of traditional dances 
from Fukushima Prefecture. 
Then, the entire crowd was 
invited to try on yukata (summer 
kimonos) on loan from the Japa-
nese Consulate. Once suitably 

attired, the dancers were led 
through Awa Odori, which was 
noted to be nearly 400 years 
old and one of the most famous 
dances in Japan.  

Université Laval biology 
student Julie Faure-Lacroix’s 
reaction to joining the dancing 

poignantly summarized both 
the day and the broader cultural 
exchange taking place in Quebec. 
She said, “At first I felt silly doing 
it. But, while it is hard, you figure 
it out. And, everyone is doing it, 
so after a while it’s not so bad.”

Colourful celebration an auspicious start to Japanese New Year

Kayo Yasuhara is all smiles after her lively performances 
of Japanese folk dances from Fukushima Prefecture.

Taiko master Tadakatsu Kawano set the whole room 
throbbing with his powerful drumming. 

The Japanese Consul General (center left) and many other guests follow Quebecer Dany 
Lassard (center right with headband) as he leads the Awa Odori dance.
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danielle burns

According to Maka Kotto, 
Quebec's Minister of 
Culture and Communica-

tions, the scrapping of 400 jobs 
by the Cirque du Soleil is "largely 
due to the worldwide economic 
situation," but it also seems that 
the high cost of productions 
needs downsizing, despite a 
billion dollars in revenues last 
year. The Cirque has confirmed 
that the headquarters based 
in Montreal will suffer the 
majority of layoffs. About 8% of 
the Cirque's 5,000 employees 
worldwide will be affected by 
the cutbacks.

The recent closing of Iris in 
the heart of Hollywood in Los 
Angeles on January 19, 2013, 
can be added to a list of shows 
that have been cancelled in the 
past few years, including ZAIA 
which ended February 19, 2012, 

in Macau, China and the short-
lived Viva Elvis show on the Strip 
in Las Vegas which closed Aug 
31, 2012. Saltimbanco, a touring 
show, was the longest running 
Cirque production – debuting 
in 1992 and performing its last 
show on December 30, 2012 in 
Montreal. Low attendance has 
been blamed in some cases, es-
pecially in a poor global economy 
where people may have less 
disposable income to spend on 
entertainment. Tickets to the 
performances are not cheap; 
V.I.P. packages for shows like Iris 
cost up to $250 and the cheapest 
ticket was $43. Chantel Côté, 
the Corporate Public Relations 
Manager at the international 
headquarters in Montreal, ex-
plained, “The announcement of 
the layoffs last week is not the 
sole result of the shows that have 
closed in the last three years, it 
is a combination of elements. We 

have undertaken a major review 
of our operations because our 
costs are exceeding our revenues. 
We are in the process of doing 
this review and this will go on 
between now and the end of 
March.”

Madame Côté shed some light 
on the root of the layoffs: “There 
are many reasons for the job 
cuts. The worldwide economic 
slowdown is one thing but there 
is also the force of the Canadian 
dollar that is affecting us (for 

each cent of fluctuation, it costs 
us 3 million dollars in revenues). 
Some environmental factors like 
the tsunami in Japan also had an 
impact and forced the closing 
of ZED in Tokyo. But mainly, 
our costs are too high and we 
are in the process of review-
ing all sectors of the company: 
marketing, casting, creation, 
finance, etc.; everything is under 
review.”

A previous employee, who 
asked not to be named but has 
many friends still employed 
by the organization, remarked 
that the climate in the Montreal 
offices was (understandably) 
not very good." CEO and co-
founder Guy Laliberté and Daniel 
Lamarre, President and Chief 
Executive Officer, met with 
the employees in Montreal to 
talk to them directly about the 
situation.

  Côté confirmed that the 

"financial situation is fine" and 
stressed, "Again, the issue is not 
our revenues but our expenses." 
Cirque still has 18 productions 
being presented worldwide and 
new projects underway. "We 
are currently working on a new 
resident production that will be 
presented this summer at Manda-
lay Bay in Las Vegas and another 
touring production that will open 
in 2014, in Montreal.

The curtain may be closing for 
a scattering of shows but the show 
must and will go on in Quebec 
City this summer for the fifth and 
final chapter of Les Chemins In-
visibles (Invisible Paths), a free 
outdoor performance under the 
Dufferin-Montmorency overpass. 
Côté asserts that “cutbacks are 
not synonymous to lack of quality” 
and they will continue to provide 
the same quality of spectacular 
performances we expect from the 
Cirque du Soleil.  

Majority of 400 layoffs at Cirque du Soleil’s Montreal headquarters 
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“The End” has already come for Iris in Los Angeles after its 
premier July, 2011, at the Dolby Theatre in Hollywood. 


