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LA PETITE MUSIQUE DE BARBARA THOMPSON

Nicole Brossard, December 2008 
It is an enchantment to be here tonight in Barbara’s city to celebrate Barbara and her work but as well to be among women that I have loved and admired for the last 30 years. And among them of course Daphne Marlatt with whom I share this inaugural speech.  

Of course I am again in the strange position where I have to decide if I will speak in English, so a majority can understand what I have to say, or if I will speak in French so I can be more precise, more into my thoughts and my emotion. I know that a great part of what I will have to say tonight belongs in English and at the same time when I come to think of it, I have always spoken in French with Barbara. Ceci ne sera pas un discours bilingue, rassurez-vous, mais s’il l’était se serait uniquement pour rappeler l’amitié qui, depuis les années 80, a nourri la rencontre entre Barbara et plusieurs écrivaines du Québec. 

Indeed through Barbara Godard and her work, we will in those two days of exchange and conversation share a common knowledge about Barbara, her high level of consciousness and what she has achieved. We will be reminded through her numerous activities of the pleasure of reading, of music, of swimming in a pool, as well of the magic’s of translation. We will also be talking about her courage to tell the truth about institutions which are making a commodity of knowledge and are slowly erasing the social commitment of universities, of professors and of students. Her courage as well in difficult moments of life.   
When I think  of Barbara, I think of a learned woman vibrant with curiosity, a passionate woman always questioning institutions, what is on paper (be it a novel, a poem, a sentence, an essay, a manifesto, a bill to be passed by the Ontario legislation) and what is on the mind of politicians and corporate agents.  Yes, Barbara never quits asking questions and because of that, what she transmits, be it information, values and a passion for knowledge and beauty, keeps renewing itself.    
To tell you the truth when I think of Barbara I see her everywhere: in a café in Toronto, in a restaurant in Canberra or Cains, Autralia, at a panel in Montréal, or crossing the Zocalo in Mexico. And when I don’t remember being with her in a foreign city then I simply imagine her in Delhi, in Bejing, in Dakar, in Bari, in Recife, where she talks with students or simply visits a monument or a museum. I see her in English (most of the time when I see her in English, she is travelling on Via Rail and she is drinking a cup of tea), je la vois en français, la veo en espanol, Ich sehe sie in Dutch, en hindi, la vedo in italiano, she talks and cities move behind her as on a screen with words and a lot of women walking at a good pace so that they can reach a life of their own in this world.
I know what I owe to Barbara who was the first to introduce my poetry and my writing to Coach house and to an English audience. I know that her translation of three majors feminist books of mine, books written at a crucial moment of my life and reflexion : Lovhers, These our mothers and Picture theory has been un tour de force.
It is because of Barbara’s translation of poems from Lovhers that I was able to participate in May 1981 in the event Writers in Dialogue with Adriene Rich. Part of my English life starts with Barbara’s translation of Lovhers. To be given the possibility to exist in another language because of translation is an enormous gift. Barbara has offered me that gift and privilege et je lui en suis profondément reconnaissante. 

For all the years I have known Barbara, she has always been knowledgeable, reliable and in solidarity. She knew what to question, what to look for in theory.

She can play with mechanisms. It seems to me that very early on, she knew what was at stake with feminist theory, she was able to read our feminist minds, in discussion with Derrida or any of the philosophers and theorists who were significant in their work about language and identity. I honestly think she belongs to three centuries and is from three continents, the third one being le continent des femmes. 

The Mind of a Person 

I do not know Barbara the professor, I only know Barbara the intellectual, Barbara the translator, the electric and electrifying Barbara able to go beyond what is taken for granted, always a step ahead at the core of ideas and theory.

Most of the time, I find myself talking about fiction writers or poets and their work or myself. It seldom happens that I will speak or write about a critic or a translator. So I would like to talk about the starting point from which we decide if someone ought to be described as a learned theorist, as an intellectual or as an essayist. Of course each of them can be encountered in the same person or on the same page if I might say. Somehow I believe that essayists put a little more of their intimate thoughts in the analyses and understanding of their topics. In that sense, I believe that Barbara is a brilliant subliminal essayist. I know because I have met the vibrant essayist in the streets of Toronto. 

We are in July, the heat is unbearable. Barbara is holding her bicycle, slightly inclined toward her. She talks about Relational Logic at the speed of light. I cannot follow all the details but I can juggle with les grandes lignes of what she says about politics and traditions meant to control women’s lives and citizens’rights in a democracy.  While she speaks, I also get carried away by my anger against politicians. Barbara is still talking but when I come back to her words, she has become a mother then a daughter then a swimmer then a singer, then a friend putting her helmet on her head like Minerva and getting ready to jump on her bicycle and ride the city.  

That essayist, I have met on different occasions mostly in Toronto, the city, but as well on e-mail. June 2008, Barbara sends me, along with an article written twenty years ago, a translation of 10 poems from Le Centre blanc and a photo of her garden. The cleverness, the precision, and the sensibility of her article meets perfectly with the magnificence of the flowers and the green of the garden and the white of The White Center. When I look at the photo on the screen, I am also trying to figure out what was on her mind and going through her gaze while she was taking the photo; and that reminds me of the subliminal reason why I write and will always write: looking at the world, enjoying the beauty when beauty is around us, sharing what we believe in the world needs to be transposed in others' minds. Imagining how reality is always virtual, fragile and so thick with layers of meaning, of gravity, pain and joy. 

Language is everywhere. Tonight language is sculpting our emotion, archiving and renewing faces and light around us. Tonight we make space for togetherness.

Translation 

What is lost in translation survives forever as virtual 

Nicole Brossard

Whether we want it or not, I believe that translation is at the core of our existence. Passage, equilibrium, equivalence, ambiguity, excessive freedom, too timid decisions, cheating, faithfulness, great joy to have found the right set of words. In other words, translating is something we do every day, without noticing. In that sense, I believe that translation is also at the core of our life through one word: choice. Having the choice, making choice and decision. If needed creating a choice and offering a new landscape of meaning. Isn’t it what women have fought for among other things for the last 50 years: being able to choose. When there is no choice there is only survival. Make a choice to break the status quo or invent one to dismiss the double bind and ambivalence.  Go inside a foreign language from the inside of your own language and give your answers to reality by finding the appropriate word, the good verb tense, the right connotation.  As the German translator Friedrich Schleiermacher from the Enlightenment would say translation bears in itself a desire to connect, to understand and to create.

Barbara Godard has translated four of my books These our Mothers, Lovhers, Picture Theory and later on Intimate Journal and some poems still unpublished of Le Centre blanc, The White Center. In fact she has translated four books written between 1975 and 1983, which are at the core of my writing and have been decisive in my questioning of the imaginary, the utopia and lesbian love. Translating those books must have been une étrange experience as much as it was for me to write them. Writing those books I felt very close to each word, feeling every mood and movement of meaning in it, trying to make sure that any of its particles would not be lost in my translation of patriarchal reality into the new language which was forming itself in me with trembling and the high voltage of revolt.

I have always said that in the field of translation Barbara Godard is a water diviner.  She has intuition about the underground of a text and is constantly searching for what is missing in her inner narrative and understanding of the text to be translated. She is restless until she has found what her intuition was telling her. The diviner goes after the invisible. She has the instinct to lift layers of meaning and to examine how every one of them is connected to a social, historical, linguistic and philosophical context.  While the diviner detects water, the translator Barbara detects the soul of words. She extracts meaning while it is still alive which is to say actively metamorphosing itself using metaphoric and symbolic camouflage as well as revealing its etymological connection to reality.  

With Barbara, philosophy is always around, for it appears that a word needs to flourish surrounded by virtual sequences of existential energy and questions.

Differences and New Narratives

“Telling it slant” Emily Dickinson quoted by Barbara Godard in an article on Daphne Marlatt and myself, delivered in Australia in 1986.

In a blink of an eye Barbara is able to see the differences. All sorts of differences but mostly differences affecting the course of conventional language and the ideas and values it produces.  She detects how even slight differences affect reading and writing, how they change the taken-for-granted  into a playful ground or into a manifesto of marginalities.

That very special way is I believe the way she can activate the knowledge she has of any of the important thinkers of the Twentieth Century, keeping in mind her Anglo Canadian roots as well as her “rapport au français” and simultaneously detecting“les grandes lignes de force” d’un texte qui dérange, which all together has a disturbing effect on what we normally would take for granted.   

Indeed Barbara is a brilliant pianist who can make new arrangements, new understanding of the paradox, double bind and slant that are all found in women’s writings.     

She has been able to read the different narratives allowing women to connect themselves 

to other women and to disconnect themselves from patriarchal narratives. I think Barbara was in the avant-garde in detecting the new narratives shaping women’s art and writing, and in showing how to interpret them from the angle of chosen marginality and preference for solidarity with one’s own group of identity. This is probably what made her work and research so appealing and valuable to new generations.  
Language and the Periphery of Ethics
As a professor of literature and as a literary essayist, it seems to me that Barbara has always worked at the periphery of ethical meaning and value, of cultural practice and ideology. Which is to say that in most of her questioning she takes an interest in minorities or people held as such. She addresses the writers from minorities by asking what exactly are you saying when you declare yourself a woman, a feminist, a lesbian, an aboriginal woman, a Québecoise an African-Canadian writer? How different is your world from the colonialist literature and mentality? What new material of knowledge and of emotion is brought to  language because of your awareness of your own belonging? And how does it affect the patriarchal tradition and the colonialist imaginary? 
While the patriarchal and colonialist tradition is questioned as being an unfair and misogynistic one, it is interesting to see how Godard’s most recent analysis refers to the viable parts of that same tradition of knowledge and of social responsibility which is now being jeopardized by globalization, obliging politicians and academics to make corporate decisions.  In that sense, being at the periphery of ethics is the perfect place to study and to approach without too much fear and regret what many are already calling the posthuman new world that has been taking shape in our minds with the daily use of technologies altering our real and virtual understanding of space, time, memory, sex, birth, health and death. 

Generation, Filiation and Regeneration

I know that tomorrow there will be a panel on generation, but I also want to talk about the subject of transmission and of renewal of ideas. For 30 years, Barbara Godard has been a turning platform in the academic life, the literary and the activist life of Toronto.  
The notion of generation fascinates me because it encompasses the vital questions of what we would like to transmit, what we think is the best for our body and soul, for our dignity and for the species. As much as we have received rights and have been trained to respect certain obligations, we will pass on rights which will be taken for granted and obligations that will be questioned. What is forgotten and what seems obsolete in the transmission is part of the renewing of the species. We remember, we forget, we are the same, we are different. 

Recently when thinking about the different accents that constitute the French language and how a language transforms itself I was thinking that each generation skips something in the learning of its mother tongue: the exact meaning of a word, the rule of grammar, the proper syntax in a sentence. In other words no language is made to be permanent as no human behavior is meant to be exactly the same even though we eat we sleep we cry we smile, we work we share we fight: we reproduce. 

It should be normal that women transmit to other women what is necessary to resist and change patriarchal violence and injustice against women. But it is not always so, because either the violence is so huge there are no possibilities of transmitting, or the transmission has been so successful that the daughters of the second generation take for granted the change and do no more about it. But there is a third way, which is the circulation of knowledge through questioning and filiation of ideas.

No matter what, Barbara has been at the crossroads of three generations, transmitting and sharing her precious knowledge and experience which we can feel and enjoy through the presence of everyone here tonight.

La petite musique de Barbara Thompson 

Here I don’t know what I am going to say, if it will look real or if it will simply be the fruit of my imagination. But as I speak, in my mind, Barbara is singing and there is a piano in her life. It might be a piano existing in a text of fiction she wrote some time between her adolescence and recently. Of course I can be wrong since I am inventing this story au fur et à mesure with a special fervor in my heart so Barbara can be real, so her voice can fill the whole room . 

Oups! I am now diving into Google Earth and making an imaginary zoom on the city of Toronto. Streets appear and for a while I keep walking among people in the city. Gradually I find my way into an area of the city full of little houses and big trees. Suddenly it comes back to me that my friend Barbara is also a very urban person. Didn’t she write her M.A. thesis on The city of Montreal in the English and French Canadian Novel from 1945-1965? But I keep walking and enjoying the neighborhood.
Now I have entered Barbara's house. She is in the living room, she is reading. I don’t know how she does it, but she sings at the same time.  Maybe she is reading music instead of a story or a poem, though they say there is a lot of music in poems. Then there is a blur and I cannot read properly the books on the table near the Chesterfield. Yet I can reconstitute some titles and names The Waves, Agatha Christie, Famous poems from Bygone Days, Laura Secord, Anne of the Green something, a book which I suppose has always been in English living-rooms since its publication.   

Barbara Thomson is concentrating hard but still her lips are moving. Now I cannot see if she is reciting or singing though a light movement of her hand makes me believe that she is following a rhythm, a beat. 

I remember the first time I read the name BarbaraThompson. It was on the left corner of an envelope where we usually write the return address. I don’t recall what the letter was about but I do remember having thought how I liked the name Thompson and how it soon brought me to the fact that Barbara Godard was indeed a girl from Toronto, Ontario and that she must have been speaking English all her life at breakfast, at lunch and at supper.   
Suddenly Barbara Godard had a childhood, an adolescence.  Then I move back to the name Babara Godard and I find myself in Montréal reentering my own life and entering the cinema Elysée . It was in 1966 . I was going to see 2 ou 3 choses que je sais d’elle by the French director Jean-Luc Godard.  

Barbara is now sitting at the piano. Each note is filling the air just like a voice. 

I am in Toronto and I am enjoying celebrating Barbara Thomson Godard, my friend. 

