Translating the Two Solitudes

JEAN DELISLE AND GILLES GALLICHAN

The ramifications of translation are political as well as literary and linguistic. Trans-
lation embraces cultural and social realities and touches the heart of interaction
with the Other; thus it is hardly surprising that the prevailing metaphor for transla-
tion in Canada is that of a bridge between two solitudes.®® This metaphor became
rooted in Canada’s collective imagination after Hugh MacLennan selected the
phrase as the title of his novel about English-French relations, which was published
in New York in 1945. Eighteen years passed before the French translation by Québé-
coise Louise Gareau-DesBois appeared in Paris. The temporal and geographical cir-
cumstances surrounding the publication and translation of Two Solitudes are far from
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unique: before 1982, approximately 75 per cent of the French translations of
English-Canadian literary authors appeared in Paris. Government translation, by
contrast, has always been performed in Canada.

Government Translation

Section 133 of the British North America Act of 1867 recognized Canada as a bilingual
country with French and English as its two national languages. Prior to 1980, how-
ever, bilingual production of official documents and other government publications
was essentially confined to the federal government, the Quebec government, and,
after 1969, the New Brunswick government. Elsewhere in Canada, government
translation was marginal or non-existent.

Translation services related to the federal government in Ottawa were decen-
tralized in the 1910s, with Parliament, the Post Office, and the Secretary of State pro-
ducing the bulk of translations. Translators enjoyed enviable working conditions
and were considered privileged;®® sometimes a position as translator was passed
down from generation to generation within a family. In 1920 some ninety transla-
tors were affiliated with the federal government. Their efforts were supplemented
by a further thirty when Parliament was in session, mainly to facilitate the publica-
tion of bills, proceedings, and debates.®’

Under the British North America Act, Quebec was required to publish its laws
and parliamentary proceedings in French and English. In 1920 the Legislative Coun-
cil and Legislative Assembly had a team of about a dozen translators for both French
and English. In addition to laws and parliamentary journals, the Quebec govern-
ment translated official reports, tourist guides, and other documents for the general
public. Most permits and forms were also printed in both languages. These transla-
tions were done by the staff of the relevant department or contracted out.

In the 19205 the status of French began to improve. With communication
increasingly facilitated by radio and cinema, more and more francophones were
demanding bilingualism. In 1927 Ontario repealed Regulation 17, legislation which
since 1912 had restricted teaching in French to the first two vears of primarv ednea-
tion. At the federal level, bilingual postage stamps (1928) and currency (1937) were
adopted. In 1934 the Conservative government created the Translation Bureau to
bring all federal translators together. Many francophones expressed misgivings
about this approach; they would have preferred to see a more generalized presence
of French in all departments. Not until the Second World War did the bureau

become fully functional. 1t employed 175 translators in 1948, a number that soon
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increased to 300.°® In addition to producing translations, the bureau also issued
many guides to Canadian usage of bilingual terminology.

The Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism (1963-9), whose rec-
ommendations gave rise to the Official Languages Act (17-18 Elizabeth 2, 1969, c. 54),
established the translation of all tederal publications as standard practice. Political
will was the determining factor in this expansion.® Between 1965 and 1975, the
number of translators rose from 350 to 1,300, and university language programs
underwent a similar expansion. Nonetheless, the federal government remained an
essentially English-speaking institution that communicated only partially in both
languages.”® Although a quarter of the public service was French-speaking, relaively
few of these employees produced materials in their first languages. Indeed, only 10
per cent of the translation was done from French into English.

In 1964 a translation service was established by the Department of the Provincial
Secretary of Quebec. It started slowly because of the difficulty of recruiting profes-
sional translators, whose services were needed by the federal government, the pri-
vate sector, and the Montreal World’s Fair, Expo 677" The law making French the
official language of Quebec (LQ, 1974, c. 6) and the Charter of the French Language
(LQ, 1977, c. 5) did not reduce official publication in English, nor the need for govern-
ment translators, In New Brunswick the legislation that made the province bilin-
gual (18 Elizabeth 2, 1969, c. 14) gave a strong impetus to the publication of official
French translations. In 1972 Quebec and New Brunswick were the provinces
employing the largest numbers of translators, twenty-five and twenty-four respec-
tively. Ontario at the time had eight translators and Saskatchewan one, while the six
other provinces had none.”? After 1980, following a ruling by the Supreme Court and
a reawakening of the francophone communities in the West, Manitoba had to catch
up.”? At the provincial level, bilingualism in official publishing thus appears to be a
phenomenon essentially related to French Canada, with little penetration of
English Canada.

Bridging the Two Cultures

Before 1920, two English-Canadian literary works were translated into French, while
ten French titles were translated into English. Of 48 works translated in Canada
between 1920 and 1960, 39 were translations into English and g into French.”* In
addition, during the 1930s and 1940s, all books by Grey Owl {Archibald Belaney), the
popular pseudo-Indian, were translated in France. By 1981 there were 300 French
translations of books by 240 English authors, more than a third of them (115)
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novels.” Five of Canada’s best-known writers - Stephen Leacock, Mazo de la Roche,
Malcolm Lowry, Leonard Cohen, and Mordecai Richler - were translated and pub-
lished in France. In the 1970s, Canadian translations of Margaret Atwood, Margaret
Laurence, and Robertson Davies began to appear.

It was rarer for English-Canadian poets to be translated into French in Canada;
Leonard Cohen, John Robert Colombo, and Dennis Lee were among the lucky few
before the situation changed radically in 1969 with the creation of Ellipse at the Uni-
versité de Sherbrooke. This journal’s mission was to present the works of English-
Canadian and Quebec poets in translation; by 1980, after twenty-six issues, Ellipse
had published some fifty translated poets. The journal instigated a new mode of
poetry translation in Canada, creating a space for dialogue and networks of sociabil-
ity between pairs of literary writers from the two main linguistic groups, such as
Gaston Miron and ER. Scott. In the 1970s, a truly bilingual community arose among
authors and translators, particularly feminists, with anglophones translating franco-
phone novelists and theorists. This complicité, sense of common cause, which gave
rise to some very original thinking about translation, would peak in the following
decade.’®

Theatre presented an entirely different situation: until the 1980s, French Can-
ada displayed very little interest in English-Canadian drama. Only eleven plays by
nine authors, including David Fennario, John Herbert, and John Thomas McDon-
ough, were translated, almost all of them dealing with Quebec or Montreal.””
Many more French plays were translated into English, especially those of Michel
Tremblay.

Non-fiction - biography, history, and literary criticism - was the only genre in
which the number of titles translated from English to French exceeded the number
translated from French to English. Of the 170 known titles in this category, the
majority date from the 1960s and 1970s, and were predominantly historical, cul-
tural, or socio-political studies dealing with aspects of Quebec. Books by Northrop
Frye, Peter C. Newman, Marshall McLuhan, Marius Barbeau, Stanley B. Ryerson, and
Merrill Denison were also translated into French.

On average, one literary translation from French into English was published per
year from the beginning of the century to the 1960s.”® Two-thirds of this meagre
output consisted of novels by such authors as Louis Hémon, Maurice Constantin-
Weyer, Roger Lemelin, and Gabrielle Roy. Often criticized for their poor quality,
many of these translations were by foreigners and reflected a lack of familiarity with
Canada. It was not until the mid-1970s that better translations appeared, thanks in
part to the financial assistance of the Canada Council. In the 1960s the rate of literary
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translation into English increased sixfold; translations included twenty-seven
novels, five collections of poetry, three plays, and nine works of history and literary
criticism.™ Philip Stratford observed significant progress with regard to the novel:
‘... prior to 1900 seven Quebec novels were translated; in the next sixty years 36 titles
were added, a little more than one every two years; in the next decade, 196070,
twenty new novels were translated, an average of two a year; from 1973 to 1982, 89

180

translations of Quebec novels were undertaken, almost nine per year.

Significance of the Canada Council

The landscape changed radically in 1972 with the establishment of the Canada
Council’s translation grants. Conceived in a spirit of national unity, this program
incited major advances in the practice of translation in Canada. As Philip Stratford
recounted in 1983:

Since the Canada Council’s programme began in 1972, almost tive hundred new
literary titles have been translated, more than all the years before. Forty-five French
publishers have been involved, fifty English ones. The work was done by 110 Franco-
phone translators and 100 Anglophones, a third of whom now have two or more
translations to their credit. A significant change, whose results may be far-reaching,
is that the old 2 -to-1 ratio {two French books translated for every English title) no
longer applies: in five of the past ten years more books were translated into French

than into English, and the overall totals are equal.”

The Canada Council program inspired related initiatives and developments: the
creation of the Canada Council Translation Prizes in 1973; the founding of the Liter-
ary Translators’ Association of Canada in 1975; the first edition of the Bibliography of
Canadian Books in Translation: French to English and English to French, by Maureen New-
man and Philip Stratford (1975); the introduction, in 1977, of a translation section in
the annual ‘Letters in Canada’ issue of the University of Toronto Quarterly; improve-
ment in the quality of criticism, which now took into account the specific nature of
translations; the initiation of serious discussion of the meaning of literary transla-
tion in Canada; and the creation of several publishers’ series devoted to translations
of Canadian literary works. Individual translators such as Sheila Fischman became
known in their own right.

In the fall of 1972, Montreal publisher Pierre Tisseyre initiated the Collection des
deux solitudes to acquaint French-speaking readers with the most significant works
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of English-Canadian literature. The first title to appear, Emily Carr’s Klee Wyck (1973),
was translated by Michelle Tisseyre, editor of the series, who also issued French edi-
tions of titles by Morley Callaghan, Robertson Davies, Margaret Laurence, Mordecai
Richler, Brian Moore, and W.O. Mitchell. In 1977 the same publisher launched the
Collection des deux solitudes, juvénile, the first title of which was Jacob Deux-Deux et
le vampire masqué, Jean Simard’s translation of Mordecai Richler’s captivating chil-
dren’s story. In 1978 this series was renamed the Collection des deux solitudes, jeu-
nesse; its new editor, Paule Daveluy, published Chemins secrets de la liberté, her
translation of Barbara Smucker’s historical novel of the Underground Railway.

Also in Montreal, Harvest House, which in 1965 had issued Ethel and the Terrorist,
David §. Walker’s translation of Claude Jasmin’s novel, established its French Writers
of Canada series in 1973. Its titles included Jacques Ferron’s Dr Cotnoir: A Novel, trans-
lated by Pierre Cloutier, and Anne Hébert's The Torrent: Novellas and Short Stories, trans-
lated by Gwendolyn Moore. Other publishers followed suit, including McClelland
and Stewart, Oberon Press, Coach House Press, and Talon Books, and on the French
side, Les Editions Héritage, Hurtubise HMH, and Québec Amérique. In addition to
the substantial financial assistance provided by the Canada Council, this vitality
reflected the increased interest in translated works arising out of developments in
the political situation in Quebec.

if it is true that literary translation offers a site for meeting and dialogue, it still
remains difficult to assess accurately the cross-cultural repercussions of translations.
The quantitative evidence shows that, in literature and in the humanities, Canada’s
‘two solitudes’ significantly expanded their interest in one another through the

1970s.
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