Thank you all for coming.  It is somewhat overwhelming, but very heartwarming to be among so many friends, former students and colleagues.  Thank you for the gifts of the book and the symposium.   They could not be more timely, coming on what was to have been my  birthday weekend (I avoided such disasters as Pearl Harbour and the Halifax Explosion and the more recent Montreal Massacre to arrive on a much more auspicious day, but, as you all know, I’ve been running to catch up ever since).  These gifts also launch me into my new life this week as Professor Emerita and Senior Scholar, continuing my research with possibly some teaching.  

Especially I want to thank Smaro Kamboureli for taking on what I had warned her might be a perilous project.   I am so happy that she, NeWest Press and the book are here tonight, that the press did not go bankrupt, that no editors were illegally fired, that she broke no bones or otherwise physically suffered--the fate of many other publication projects of mine,  subject to the hazards of the Canadian literary institution and its historically precarious existence. Without her personal and institutional support, this beautiful book would not be available today. Over the last year as the serious work on it has been underway, Smaro has been an enormously supportive editor, perceptive, patient and persistent in working through the many computer versions of the manuscript and responding affirmatively to my requests.  I haven’t checked every page, but where I have it seems that all the accents are in place and the quotation marks facing in the right direction.  My profound thanks, Smaro, for your dedication on my behalf.

Any link between the book and the symposium is to be found not in the topics covered, but at the level of structure, manifest most directly in the “crossroads” of the title and in Marian Scott’s untitled abstract which graces the cover of  Canadian Literature at the Crossroads of Language and Culture. The essays included in the volume have developed from my work as a comparatist. Many were published outside Canada or in French, which I have translated here.  Like Gramsci, I have long understood that language, and culture, “cannot be anything but ‘comparative,” always positioned in relation to another temporal moment or geopolitical space and so considered not in terms of identity but of relationality within vectors of power.  Thinking one literature or text or art form in relation to another,  thinking dialectically or intertextually, has been a key aspect of all my writing and teaching, in the way I establish course syllabi  as well as the topics I write on.  Translation has been central to this encounter with another, translating with, reading from one signifier to another, connecting and contaminating them in  the commingling of past and future configurations, thickening the web of relations through such disjunctive syntheses. Those “breaks and becomings” which Daphne Marlatt referred to. “Connect, conjugate, continue,” as Deleuze wrote about this process of the swerve through which the novum emerges.   “Le hasard objectif,” that other encountered which interrupts the given, the trajectory of history, introducing lines of flight is a process I called “creative wandering,” in a talk about translating Nicole Brossard’s Picture Theory.  Such boundary crossings entail an exotopic identification, but ultimately a confrontation with self, a self transformed through the movement outward. This process of thinking “with” has affinities with what Luce Irigaray, following Descartes, considers the foremost among the passions, “l’admiration” or wonder, the driving force behind all mobility, all movement towards the surprising that awakens our curiosity, our passion for the unknown. Resisting the assimilation of the other in a return to the same, it marks the “genesis of creation,” the advent of  a “new story.”   For Irigaray, this movement initiates an ethics, for me it constitutes a poetics.

 Consequently, I have been drawn to think along with such theorists of the dialogic and dynamic as Bakhtin and Deleuze.  But especially with those thinkers of the fluid and the tactile as Irigaray or of the passage as Hélène Cixous or poets of the middle voice such as Daphne Marlatt, Nicole  Brossard and Lola Lemire Tostevin.  This reading-writing has given rise to many of  my collaborations, from my many translations of writers such as Nicole Brossard and Louise Cotnoir, both present tonight, to published conversations with Barbara Sternberg and Mary di Michele, to collaboratively written essays with Pamela McCallum, Beatriz Hausner and Pat Smart, among others.  Writing towards the words of another is an intensely exciting process.  From all of you I have learned a great deal.  My penchant for creative improvisation in the collaborative form has also influenced my preference for the interchange of the seminar as a pedagogical format and my delight in playing chamber music.  Undoubtedly my most important and extended collaboration has been with all the Tesserae.  There is one essay not included in this collection, which everybody named as a favourite.  Rereading it in the selection process, I had a profound crisis.  How could the text be so affirmative when it was written at such a dark time in my life?  Later, I realized, it had been written for Tessera. In “Women of Letters,” our collective introduction to Collaboration in the Feminine, “passion” was a word oft repeated.  As I wrote then to the first quartet, and as I repeat now to all the subsequent members of the collective,  thank you for your passion and commitment to dialogue which has so long sustained mine.

Symposium is a most apt framework for the dialogue in which we have been engaged all weekend, focused as Plato’s was on a dialogue about passion and the relative value of its  celestial and corporeal forms.   Among the varied positions advanced by the participants in that banquet, I want to draw attention to several pertinent to our present gathering, namely those proposed by the physician Eryximachus who affirmed that inspiring a spirit of love and concord, as Aesculapius was able to do, introduced the harmony that was at the heart not only of medical healing and the creation of  knowledge, hence of  education, but also of poetry and music.  This is the power of all love, he asserts, but especially of that which seeks attainment in good things without violating the laws of justice (33).  For it  “is this love who procures for us every kind of happiness, enabling us to live in social converse one with another and in friendship…”   Music, visual art, poetry and friendship we have had in abundance, thanks to those who were excluded from Socrates’ gathering, a group of dedicated women who have organized this event whose names I have only recently learned.  For Plato’s dialogue is notorious for Socrates’ endorsement of a mind/body split, one moreover that is gendered, with Diotima, Socrates’ teacher in the arts of love, present only as a disembodied spirit, ventriloquized in Socrates’ reported speech.  

Women, as Louky Bersianik protested in her fiction-theory or Menippean satire two millenia later, were excised from the symbolic economy as from the economy of material exchange, too poor to hold a banquet, and so constrained to a Pique-nique sur l’Acropole during which they exchanged dialogue and fables about the many faces of female sexuality.  Host of the gathering is Xanthippe, Socrates’ wife, known for her acerbic humour, not here in her legendary act of throwing a chamber pot over Socrates head, but  in her frank words and hard labour.  For it is the corporeal faces of love that are foregrounded here, as well as the new forms of their symbolic excision, in Lacan’s “psychoanalysis of truth” which has replaced the “philosophy of truth” of Socrates/Plato.  Among Xanthippe’s contributions to the conversation on the Acropolis is an itemization of what she served the guests to eat at Socrates’ banquet, the hidden domestic labour that subtends the speculative economy.   Against the exclusions in the symbolic order, especially the force of the maieutic tradition in philosophy--the male philosopher’s becoming woman and giving birth to his ideas--Bersianik insists on the corporeality of  thinking and writing, on the necessity of keeping the arm and pen limber and fluid for composition.   She aims to move beyond the stasis of tradition and the status quo by introducing movement to thought, but especially to women’s bodies.   In her conclusion, she challenges the reign of Apollo and the male-born Athena who have taken over the Acropolis from Gaia, first calling on, then having the picnickers shove,  the Caryatids on the temple so that their stone bodies come to life and they start to move.

We have had several banquets, not picnics over the weekend, an indication that women now have a room of their own and 500 pounds per annum, or at least a little more of these than Socrates’ wife and her friends did.  But we have not  had much movement despite the fact that we are in a performance space, one that might have pleased Aristophanes or Agathon, playwrights who were Socrates’ guests.  Performance--music and dance-- are among the many links beyond the classroom that I have shared with my graduate students, especially among those of you who came to speak.  You are all so brilliant, engaged on such diverse projects all across the country.  I worked very hard to keep up with you, but it has been such fun.  In the 1980s we danced and danced through the Semiotic Institutes in June, especially in 1987.  Brenda Longfellow and I were recently reminded of those days when we attended Kaja Silverman’s lectures at the U of T.   At the time, Julia Emberley promised to hang up my dancing shoes when I turned 80 to avoid my grandmother’s fate--death while dancing the highland fling at 82.   Sophie McCall got me back on the dance floor in Vancouver a couple of years ago, again in June.    With Zoe Druick I played Handel Sonatas, with Jeremy Stolow gigaient au musique de Gilles Vigneault à la fête nationale.  A couple of weeks ago, Eva Karpinski and I went to the Theatre Passe Muraille.   With Marielle Aylen I had the excitement of  sharing the restricted correspondence on aesthetics of Jori Smith and PK Page over a weekend in the National Archives.   Astrida Neimanis has just recently given me the figure of  “bellybuttoning,” which will take on different meaning in our writing projects.  

I have a proposal to sustain the energy of friendship and intellectual passions generated over the weekend.  The organizers of the Symposium have done such a superb job of preparing the programme, the location and the logistics, that I am certain they  will be able to take charge of a sequel to the Symposium.   Just recently I heard of a competition organized by a group of scientists, biochemists I think:  Dance Your Dissertation.  Since you are all such creative people, you should certainly be able to rise to the scientists’  challenge to dance.  Doctoral candidates, post-docs and professors may all participate in separate categories.   The dances may take any  form--a tango, a pas de deux, or even hip hop--depending on the problematics of your dissertation.  After choreographing it,  you should perform your dance and record it on a video.   The Pia Bouman dance school will be able to advise on judging videos submitted for the competition.  I look forward to reconvening a year from now to view the dances.

In the meantime, I would like to say again to everyone how deeply touched I am by your presence and your words.  I would like to express my gratitude to the organizing committee for their hard work in preparing the Symposium,  to my colleagues Leslie Sanders and Ray Ellenwood who so generously gave their time, to Majero  Bouman and her family for making available to us this gracious space, to Elena Basile for her thoughtful programme, to Badea Warwar for her delicious feasts and to Dunja Baus, stage manager and hologram deviser.  I should also like to thank the other committee members, Cheryl Sourkes, curator of visual art, Professors Eva Karpinski and Jacqueline Petropolous, the many  volunteers--Karl Dahlquist, Jason Demers, Tara Elliott, Margo Gourlay and others--the video crew, especially Marcia Connolly and Brenda Longfellow.  In closing, I should like again to thank NeWest Press and Smaro Kamboureli for their support  in the publication of Canadian Literature at the Crossroads of Language and Culture.
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