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“Breaks and Becomings”




The focus on breaks and becomings has remained a constant

 thread weaving its way through my work.  Barbara Godard

When I read this statement in Smaro Kamboureli’s interview with Barbara Godard, an interview that serves as introduction to the newly released collection of Barbara’s essays, Canadian Literature at the Crossroads of Language and Culture, I stopped reading for a moment, struck by the phrase “breaks and becomings.”  The pairing of those two small words, and their incisiveness, indicates not only the swift juxtapositions that have always characterized Barbara’s thought and her constant work towards creating an empowered becoming for women through her feminist theorizing and critiques.  But more than that, the phrase evokes the process-nature of collaboration, which, as the title of this symposium declares, has been very much an interest for Barbara throughout her work as academic, translator, and editor.

Collaborating with Barbara in our Tessera editorial collective was always stimulating and often demanding, given her breadth of scholarly reading, the sheer range of her literary interests, and her articulate theorizing, not to mention the sometimes overwhelming rapidity of her responses by e-mail or telephone.  Her openness and enthusiasm carried us through often-difficult discussions in our collective meetings via conference call. For Collaborations in the Feminine, the 1994 selection of texts from our first twelve issues, Barbara wrote an Afterword  titled “Women of Letters (Reprise)” which is largely about the collaborative effort to “creat[e] a community of women of letters. ” This essay exhibits a startling wealth of references, very much of its period, and re-reading it, I was struck by how enduring her theorizing about collaboration was and is.  

As one of the recipients of her insightful and critical readings of others’ work, I can testify to the collaborative effect of that reading.  Years ago, when she suggested that I must have been influenced by the psychoanalytic theory of Nancy Chodorow, I asked “who?”  Thus began my reading journey into feminist psychoanalytic theory, one book, one name, leading to another.  This anecdote offers a comment on how collaboration can also work in a retroactive way between insightful critic-reader and questing writer to initiate a “becoming.”

Something similar occurs between translator and writer where the edges of what one language can do are rendered elastic in the attempt to convey word-play that occurs in another language, and especially when the writer is as provocative, syntactically and linguistically, as Nicole Brossard.  Barbara has developed fertile translations of Nicole’s poetry and fiction, the experience of that practice pushing Barbara herself to articulate a remarkable body of translation theory.  

But to return to that phrase  of hers, “breaks and becomings,” and to explore its implications further, and also by way of homage to Barbara’s work with Nicole, what follows is something of a hybrid text translating isolation into community.  It puts together the broken edges of a narrative about an unnamed woman with beginnings of letters addressed to Nicole, with whom I am delighted to be sharing this keynote address.  Woven throughout are a few brief quotations from Barbara’s Introduction and Afterword to Collaboration in the Feminine (CiF), together with some further thoughts about writing as collaboration with language, collaboration with other texts, and collaboration with poetential readers.  

The poet in potential is an active mis-writing that I hope might key you in to a certain kind of listening.  The shifts in meaning, the sound-sense diversions that result from associative thinking, are part of an approach to didactic statement that is often playful and oblique.  So, to start with story, story-ing, and its levels. 

. . .

she

late morning. a suddenly unreasonable, a treasonably sunny morning (now why that word?) given the drowned leaves covering every paving stone and walkway.  she needed  coffee, she needed to replace one bitter taste with another in order to think. (out of order). was treason unreasonable, given the weight of well-used leaves, their layers down-trodden behind her?

the Bijou would do – there, in a corner in the sun by its token fence (was everything token these days?).  damp tables, only one other occupied by two men intent on their  conversation. around them, white plastic chairs tipped to drain and dry. not an inspiring scene.

what did it mean to be occupied? the two men, looking like undercover police on a break or possibly computer hackers engaged in a subversive exchange of technique, glanced at her, then pulled their chairs closer together. it didn’t matter.  everyone was subscribing to secrecy for various reasons. 

testing several seats, she chose the least damp and settled herself, zipping up her jacket, drawing herself up so as not to look petite, hands waiting empty on the tabletop.  what else could a woman do in a state of (pre)occupation?

. . .

undercover herself? she has her back to the wall.  “she” figurative, dis-figured in a net of illusory- real surfaces she is trying to break up through.  to reach you.  you subject, not object of the marketplace.  you in that moment when a thought begins, barely glimpsed, shadowy other in raincoat waiting at the end of a dimly lit and somewhat foggy bridge. 

Having an audience to write for is crucial in making the bridge between private musing and public statement (CiF, 12).
in an occupied state policing its barricades of double-talk, holding market-success to be the only refuge, throttling critical thought under a barrage of populist entertainment, what is collaboration and who is the audience?

Chère Nicole,

i must confess that always there is that first resistance to the negative meaning of collaboration, historical shadow perhaps of the dominant… which is why she thinks about treason, thinks herself traitor when she fails to conform to the popular definition of f.,woman as commodifier, that sexually attractive object embodying the desire for commodities. 

collaboration in its alternative sense would certainly help here.  but where is the solidarity of sister yester-years? where is that vision of many different kinds of women joined in resistance to such gender markings, asserting themselves as signifiers of their own complex and conflicted subjectivities?

. . . 

she

each moment of the past fused to the next in endless waiting for the waiter who failed to materialize through that bistro door into cold air. she a single woman, waiting.  for something in the, ah, gap without a capital.  not that billboard that occupies her eye, venetian-blinding through image texts transforming one into another.  get smart, get away to Mexico, and the one that declares real women get this kind of face cream.  touch me, it says, some ten feet high in the air.

the two men, apparently oblivious to such assaults on their attention, bend closer together, their words dimming to coffee-breath in thin air.  conspiring?  

she has shaken down her cuffs, spread her hands as if to smoothe the leaves of an empty book.  wait, something is coming…  is it?  

treason, she thinks, depends from what?  tradition mutters like a tattered stem at the back of her mind.

. . .

perhaps, you say, a woman in an occupied state, waiting, is a woman in a gap.  a woman alone in a moral lurch, except that the old mores no longer hold.  the authoritative signifiers have changed the meaning of the day…  to whom does she owe allegiance?  or perhaps to what?

Nonetheless, an audience is no pre-existent entity but a potentiality or virtuality (CiF, 282).
you could say that the woman waiting is having trouble with words, particularly nouns, those parlous, perilous labels.  you might say her situation is compromised although she apparently does not want to compromise (the verbs, the prepositions and their tacit propositions). moreover,  the reference to an empty book troubles the surface of fictional reality.  books, published books at least, are not empty but full, of print, and photographs, even maps, charts, indices.  even ideas.   either she has a book or she does not. oh the dichotomies (one side or the other of a wall, or for that matter, a crack). either she is merely a label or she is labile and present.

Chère Nicole,

here appears the female erotics of language you inscribe on the very skin of the page.  a palimpsest of possibilities relating and touching.  arousing, symbolic and literal. where the edges (those fullest of lips) touch.

but she is a woman on her own, waiting for an opening she cannot imagine.  she wants to write something in an empty book, but what depends on who is out there.  who is she to write to?

. . .

she
a good cup of coffee would help, she thinks.  good would mean what?  free of pesticides, fair trade enhanced?  or flavour and froth, the leaf shape of coffee dribble on white foam?  just good to the last…. oh not that.  

can she conjure an audient, someone quick to read the inarticulate? the live spark flying somewhere in the dross of downed leaves.  

looking up she sees other women in waiting.  or rather fleeting by on private errands.  a woman with a pubescent girl, perhaps her daughter.  the girl in tight-fitting t-shirt bearing an imprint of adult hands inked on so as to finger the buds of  her new breasts.  and words, what words blaring in caps? they trot past, the mother and her younger version, the well-defined curve of their haunches in stretch jeans, bearing their plastic bags of brand-name shopping.  without ceasing their talk, the men cast eye-hooks into the girl as she slips by.  

nothing changes, the woman waiting thinks. not even a dematerialized waiter.  she supposes there is one.  what is material here?  table, chairs, coffee cups, bare trees, downed leaves.  and she who has been stuck inside one moment’s fusing to the next, herself transfixed, is she immaterial to this scene?  betwixt, between?

. . .

… translating from one language into another, [is] to take up the practice of translator as code-switcher, as go-between, culture broker and political traitor (CiF, 267).

 also to take up the practice of writing as translating the same into not the same.
and here is she broker or breaker? traitor or trotter?  like them she’s caught in the traces of prevailing codes as if she must testify to what she is when the testimony she wants to write is towards who, to and for, in all such complexities of shift and change. 

Chère Nicole,

your writing is well-acquainted with drift, and how, nudging up to certain edges of sound and sense, the current of meaning will shift in a new direction, braiding an aside into the main, pooling into another level.  

to collaborate with the medium (language) of engagement, engagé, occupied in attention pledged to possible connectives – ah, words wording the worder.  so that her edges disappear in verb-touch, prepositional shift, noun-lure, the beckoning of a comma, so perception unfurls in infinite leafings out, cognate recognitions….

. . .

she

one tiny tracery of light, a thin-veined  leaf has fallen into her hand lying palm up on the table. the world is fragile, she thinks, a temporary construct depending on one’s shifting perspective. it’s not coffee she needs, but the whole forest branching into light.  

about to leave, she sees the waiter finally emerge and bear down on her.  his air of demand, his snap of the order pad to back pocket when she asks for a coffee. solo, uno.  he sizes her up, is this all she can afford? working? or hung by a thread? (suddenly her jacket feels shabby.) 

all right she thinks to his vanishing back, you are not my reader.  

ah, the book has finally appeared.  taking it firmly in hand, she opens the cover (a woman sketchily-clad in silken clothes, mannequin pose), opens it to uncover an empty and un-figured page.  blank, white.  pen in hand she waits, nothing happens.  words have gone dead.  pauses, lifts her hand and makes a tentative mark.  one tiny mark in all that space.  one downward stroke, an I (?)

to begin what follows: write   I-I,   not alone,   H (huh?)

  H (allô)….

. . .

who is speaking from the outer edges of intention? (small bursts of breath.)  who is she greeting? and  who recognizes that hello/allô?  will possible allies for the alone step up?

Chère Nicole,

there are your women inspiring one another in July on an island, embracing in the Barbizon, reading one another’s desire in all the hotels and motels that inhabit your novels.  but we are reading the present and looking into the future where these questions spiral down like leaves in a global-warming wind, the winds themselves turning to tear up trees, hotels, and barricades.

to follow the drift in its now --

collaboration opens the gap, the space between meanings where, risking non-sense, words make new sense, shift perspective, make change. where the difference between two minds sparks an electrical charge crossing the gap.  breaking apart the pre-packaged, cement-works of the pre-defined.

as Barbara puts it so succinctly, to posit Difference….not[as] negation but relation, the introduction of alternative perspectives (CiF,  279). 

. . .

she
she looks up thinking the shadow that slides across the blazing white of the page is coffee arriving but no, there is a different, an other’s warm breath on her hand,  a woman she has only half-glimpsed at the end of the bridge, asking – may I? – may I join You?  

bending with a smile towards her, this woman with searching eyes and about-to-be words on her lips.  I couldn’t help but see -- a gesture towards the open book -- you’re writing us in.  

us? 

your I to I (not that we see eye to eye, let’s say open-I’d).  your H translating such a lovely word for waiting, allô, allô?  word that pulls forward.  add a double-you and…

would you like a coffee? she asks, as her collaborator, so much more than allowed, seats herself on the other side of the page.  

. . .

“Breaks and becomings,” Barbara’s phrase, made its imprint like the writing woman’s “huh”, a breath out, a question that signals a beginning, the next breath in….  

To collaborate is to welcome the in-flow, out-flow, allowing it to develop.  Allô(w), that open word that risks not knowing where anything is going but paying close attention to each small interaction as it pulls forward.  

Taking the next breath in.  On the largest level we collaborate continuously because the next breath in is the breath of all the others who surround us, the expiration of leaves, of people, the outpouring of clouds and rivers, the exhalation of living seas.  We collaborate without even recognizing that we do so.  This is the collaboration of inter-dependent giving that species in a balanced habitat offer one another, all the others. 

In writing, the breaks in the sense of unexpected opportunities multiply in the gap haunted by risk, the risk of not connecting, of being overwhelmed by difference instead of staying open to it.  In this gap, being given a break can occur obliquely, meaning touching partial or hidden or suddenly manifold meaning, sounds rubbing up against each other in chains of unforeseen association, familiar habits of definition diverting into broken edges of new relation.  This occurs in writing alone, one mind riffing off language or off another’s writing, or it can happen in a group, even a group of two.  To collaborate in a way that reaches out to other readers or listeners and so keeps the energy of collaboration moving outward – this has to do with having mutual allegiance to a po(e)tential that is larger than what each writer, reader, performer in the group already knows.  Here is where becoming enters in.  Where perspectives shift and something trans-forms.  Here is where Barbara’s collaborative work has been so generatively located. 

Collaborating, whether on the page or beyond the page, has taught me that the process itself brings up and must remain open to a gap where difference and strangeness seem overwhelming, where the risk of failing to create new form or meaning looms large.  But in this gap of broken edges the breaks begin, connections happen, and slowly a new and collective becoming takes shape. 

