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TRANSLATION
AS A KEY TO CANADIAN LITERATURE

Like ALL NEW WORLDS, Canada came into existence by means of
translation procedures.* This is plainly evidenced in the Relations of
that contemporary of Frangois Rabelais, Jacques Cartier, whose sober
description of the St. Lawrence river and coastal shores of the Maritime
| provinces mediated two modes of perception. In his effort to find
| equivalences® he noted: “they cal a Hatchet in their tog Cochi and a

knife Bacon: we named it The Bay of Heate”® Cartier assisted in
creating a fiction of the new world, and, as a consequence, permitted the trandation
within the guise of non-fiction, to enter the polysystem of old-world writing. Thus the
Canadian Book of Genesis is a once part of two worlds, entering a polysystem in a
moment of intense activity, and initiating another at a zero grade. It carries, then, a
specia and ambiguous significance: it is at once an example of trandlation as a primary
and secondary activity.*

Asif demonstration were needed, no translated work enters an unprepared scene, and
in the instance of Cartier, his text unknowingly prepared a scene which poses one of the
more curious problems in trandation studies. Canada shares with many other countries
the dubious fate of being officialy bilingual. This means that it has at its disposal all the
necessary bureaucracy to ensure that all governments are at the disposal of those whose
first language is either French or English. One would think, then, that the translation of
literary texts would be a vigorous activity in Canada, but the facts are clearly otherwise. It
has been argued that during two sample years, 1972 and 1973, 27 and 45 literary transla-
tions were produced, as compared to 504 and 432 in Belgium and 949 and 886 in Den-
mark.> To put these statistics into perspective, it should be borne in mind that the popula-
tions of Belgium and Denmark are approximately ten million and five million, while
Canada has a population of some twenty-five million. One might possibly deduce from
these statistics that bilingualism does not necessarily favour trangation. What they reflect
in Canada, at least, is the mutual disinterest that both language groups generally share for
each other’s literature. Beginning with Pierre-Joseph Olivier Chauveneau as long ago as
1876, the situation that obtains between the two cultures has been feicitously compared
to the double staircase in the Chéteau de Chambord in which two people can spiral
around each forever and never meet.®

It has been suggested that the role of trandation is to bridge the gap that such a meta-
phor contains.” A perusal of Philip Stratford’s somewhat dated Bibliography of Canadian
Books in Trangdlation (1977) makes it clear that, while the situation may have improved
since 1960, the bridge is far from finished. First of al, the mgjority of trandations are
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from French into English. Second, the majority of these are non-fiction. Of the literary
genres, fiction, of course, preponderates, but even this fact requires contextualisation:

Among the nineteen [English] novelists trandated from 1800 to 1970 (of
whom ten could be said to be al important), three giants stand out:
Arthur Hailey, Malcolm Lowry and Mazo de la Roche. Titles by these
three account for over half the English-Canadian novels translated. All
these works were published in Paris or Geneva.®

Leaving aside the fact that Lowry's status as a Canadian writer may be disputed,
Stratford’ s observation takes us to the core of the Canadian cultural problem. Canada ap-
pears to have no centre: not only Paris, but also London and New York may be counted
among its cultural foci. For example, it was not until 1961 that any of Gabrielle Roy’s
novels were translated and published in Canada. Again, taking 1960 as a turning-point,
Stratford notes that prior to that time “atotal of 21 French-Canadian titles were transated
and published in Britain and the United States, as opposed to 49 published in Canada; for
the same period 12 English-Canadian titles were published in France, 11 in Quebec.”®

It might be remarked that the attitude of Québec toward the rest of Canada has tradi-
tionally been diffident at best, and that greater interest has been shown in British and
American literature. Y et even ther literatures have not been translated in Québec, and the
reader without English is subject to both market and publishers choices.™ For the most
part, however, in both French and English Canada, decisions about literary translations
are made by publishers, and, as Larry Shouldice has demonstrated, most of these deci-
sions are politically dictated.™ Finally, it should be remembered that the quantum change
in the number of titles trandated since 1960 is a result of support of the Canada Council
which continues to operate at “arm’s length” from the federal government.

The significance of these facts depends primarily upon how they bear upon even the
simplest communications model. All transactions between the two polysystems repre-
sented by the French and English literatures of Canada are mediated by publishers and
the financial support available to them: their decisions are mediated by their perceptions
of the market. While it may be said that the English reader is fairly well served, it should
be remarked that this depends upon the genre and the press-run. Nonfiction dominates the
market, as | have said, followed by the novel, most of the latter appearing in the New Ca-
nadian Library series of McClelland and Stewart. French-Canadian thestre is very well
represented in English Canada and, because of its innovative character, it may claim to be
a primary activity. Poetry in a more marginal measure is also of a primary character, but
most of it is produced by small presses with a limited run. Non-fiction also predominates
in Québec. By far the maority of French trandations of the novel appear in the
Collection des Deux Solitudes of Le Cercle du Livre de France in Montréal.
English-Canadian drama is practically non-existent, nor is the interest in poetry of a high
order. Thus the presence of literary translation from English Canada in Québec cannot be
said to reach beyond a secondary level.? If it is true that the exchange of trandation in
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Canada is unsystematic and sporadic at best, it does not follow that the trandator’s
function and his’her bearing upon the two polysystems is not under certain constraints.
And these are constraints, | wish to add, that underscore and affect the lexical and
semantic constraints at work in translation of any kind. Thus the shift in emphasis that
has occurred in tranglation studies away from the source text and towards the target text
in the last decade is of significant theoretical value. If nothing else, it situates translations
according to the system within which they are operative and thus restores them to the
position they continually seek within the general complexity of literary communication.™
Thus, judgement is dependent upon the constraints within which the translator works,
and, as | have suggested, the tranglator frequently is not the free agent one might imagine
him/her to be.

The situation that obtains in Canada, furthermore, is useful for scrutiny within the
context of world literatures, if for no other reason than its constraints are not the same as
those that exist between sovereign nations. In fact, exchange by way of literary
trandation in Canada is governed by three general responses. affirmative, negative, and
hesitant. The latter two dominate in Québec, and thus they constitute an interference in
the smooth relation between the two polysystems. We are not yet, however, in a position
to make these generalisations more precise, given the current state of translation studies
in Canada. To clarify my point, | wish, nevertheless, to raise three examples of the
situation and to indicate through them the relation of the translator to the communication
system within which he/she operates.

The negative attitude toward trandation into French-Canadian is not something that
can be ignored, but its pragmatic analysis can only be made indirectly.** One answer to
this dilemma has been proposed by Jacques Brault in what he calls a “non-traduction.”
The point of his proposal is to leave the source languages somehow untouched by the be-
trayal of trandation. Thus he would avoid the sinister implications of George Steiner’s
“hermeneutic motion” that “invades, extracts, and brings home.”*® But can the relation of
power that translation generates be entirely avoided? Brault’s answer is a delicate combi-
nation of Hegel and Harold Bloom:

Nontraduire, c'est la fidélité qui aspire alI’infiddité. Un texte nontraduit
reste trouble (troublé&troublant), il n’arrive pas a départager sa dépen-
dance et son indépendance. Son projet (orienté vers la lecture) se rattache
a son trajet (d'ecriture); son origine oriente ses choix. Mais, ceux-ci, a
leur tour, I'éoignent de son commencement. Un sens-fils cherche a tuer
le sens-pére pour enfin laisser étre la relation pere-fils comme tierce réa-
lité, la seule désormais viable.™

The new text is what he calls an “inter-texte.” ™ The object is to avoid the categorical bi-
narism of tranglation theory: “Je,” as he asserts, overcoming in his turn a sens-pére, “ne
serait plus un autre.” '8
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| have drawn these statements from an anthology of tranglations made by Brault him-
self. Asatrandation, it raises, naturally, a number of useful questions. It consists of a se-
lection from four poets, two American and two Canadian. The only sources given are
general titles in an epilogue, forcing the reader to see them as oriented toward an in-
ter-text, if not the target language. Despite the fact, however, that one can understand the
ideological basis for Brault’'s position, the results are perhaps closer to the source lan-
guage than the glossing would wish us to believe. As an example, let us consider

Margaret Atwood's “Axiom”:

Axiome:
Axiom: you are a sea. tu es océan
Y our eye- tes pau-
lids curve over chaos pieres s incurvent sur chaos
My hands
where they touch you, create mes mains la
small inhabited islands ou elles te touchent

parsement
de petitesiles habitées...

Soon you will be
al earth: a known bientot tu seras
land, a country terre entiérement
. une contrée
connue un pays'

The major variations employed are not semantic but grammatical. Brault avoids periods
and commas, and dightly redesigns the poem on the page to modify certain emphases.
Thus “1a&” in the second stanza focalizes the object, “parsement” connotes a more con-
tinuous activity than “create,” and the happy alliterature of “contrée/connue’ underscores
the act of contact. These infiddlities, however, are insufficient to constitute a practice that
supports the theory. But the theory is, nevertheless, significant for it serves as a strategy
to avert the possible interference of the target polysystem.

An opposing view has been independently developed by D.G. Jones, for many years
active in the editing of Ellipse, a periodical devoted to mutual translation of English and
French poetry. For Jones, the act of trandation is a response to the Other by which it is
called into existence. As he observes, “we translate so that we may exist, so that our par-
tial identity may be recognized and reinforced in each other’s eyes.”*® Nor does he hesi-
tate to assume the full responsibilities of Steiner’s “hermeneutic motion” which would
end in a state of “effective communion.”* The existential nationalism implicit in Jones's
view has, of course, its dangers not shared by his francophone compatriots, but | leave
that to one side in order to consider in what respect his practice would match his ideol-
ogy. According to Kathy Mezel, Jones's strategy is “to adhere to the original syntax and



TRANSLATION ASA KEY TO CANADIAN LITERATURE

seek semantic equivalence, but always to keep his ear tuned to the rhythm and resonance
of the line in English; this is his communion.”* Communion in practice, then, appears
less political than in theory: it operates primarily on the level of language.

What is more difficult to measure is the impact that the collection Mezel discusses,
The Terror of the Shows, has had upon English-Canadian poetry. It was published by an
American press and, to my knowledge, has not been widely circulated in Canada. More-
over, as the editor of the series announces with unwitting irony, these poems by the
Québec poet Paul-Marie Lapointe are being brought “to the attention of American and
English readers,”* and nowhere in his foreword is either Canada or Québec mentioned.
That statement certainly modifies any sense one might have of communion other than
what exists generally in the evocation of language. It is precisely at that point, however,
that the fundamentally existential sense of Jones's position manifests itself: communion is
akind of dissolution into the Other by means of two interacting language systems. Trans-
lation is “the freedom to escape from our particular, limited, separate identities.”?* Such a
statement would go far in English Canada to explain anglophone interest in Québec, as
well asits desire to rediscover itself in the other culture.

This would appear to be a curious situation in which two translators espouse
opposing positions and yet trandlate in a surprisingly similar fashion. As Gideon Toury
has argued, however, such positions possess a “pre-systemic” value and serve an
important function in the exchange between the two polysystems.? In fact, one might say
that for Brault such statements, convoluted and careful as they are, are an amost
necessary attribute of the translated text itself. Without them, the process of reception
could have been of a different order. Jones's statements, by contrast, serve as an effective
way of responding to the frequently asked question, “ What does Québec want?’ by
suggesting how Québec, in fact, is something that the rest of Canada needs and, thus,
should want. In either case, then, these statements are unquestionably significant as a part
of the trandation process. They are, to return to an earlier metaphor, the infrastructure of
the bridge.*

Although my choice of Brault and Jones, both poets and translators, may seem gen-
erically limited, their attitudes may be taken as generally representative. Exchange be-
tween the literatures appears to require a certain kind of commentary. Sometimes such
pre-systemic statements became, as David Hayne has demonstrated, more evident in the
trandated text itself. Thus Philippe Le May’s nineteenth-century translation of William
Kirby’s The Golden Dog was constantly adjusted to fit what Le May took to be the re-
guirements of his audience. But this was Le May’s manner, and when he trandated
Longfellow’s Evangeline, he remarked: “Je n’ai jamais prétendu faire une traduction lit-
térale. Ja un peu suivi mon caprice. Parfois’al gouté, j'al retranché, parfois, mais plu-
t6t dans les paroles que dans les idées...”*” If we consider carefully, however, the
situation as | have described it, it would be incorrect to apply judgements of an a priori
character to Le May’ s work. Historical context and the ideologies it engenders could very
well have decried the literal rendering as neither adequate nor acceptable.®® It is not, |
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should add, the desiderata of prescriptive theory which determines the success with which
atrandated text enters a target language. And Le May was a success.
| do not wish to conclude upon the exception of one success story. In fact, a summary
of my examination of literary exchange by means of translation in Canada is more mixed.
| would enumerate the main points as follows:
1. Since 1960, the serious rise in translation activity may be attributed to the Canada
Council;
2. The majority of publishers’ decisions on texts to be translated are made more for
political reasons than for financial reasons;*
3. The preponderance of transations is weighed more toward English than French;
4. A fair percentage of texts continue to be published outside Canada, making it
difficult to measure internal impact;
5. Differences in the ideologies of the two major polysystems provide a basis for
necessary pre-systemic statements,
6. These same differences suggest that, except in rare instances, the mgjority of liter-
ary trandlation in Canada is a secondary activity of the respective polysystems.

Clearly, much work remains to be done, particularly on translations made prior to 1960.
Indeed, the role of pre-systemic statements has yet to be analysed in the way they
deserve, namely, as part of the reception strategy of the target culture. Finally, the space
that |1 could not give to the presence of trandation from other languages must be
developed in order that the full representation of translation in Canada may be elaborated.
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?  The author wishes to express his gratitude to José Lambert for the various strategies
employed in this paper.
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