Opening Remarks for “Inspiring Collaborations,” the Barbara Godard Symposium

By Julia Creet

It is a great honour, and the highlight of my job as Chair of the English Department at York, to be asked to welcome you to this symposium, held in honour of Professor Barbara Godard, Historica Chair in Canadian Literature, now retired from York for less than a week. 

How’s retirement so far Barbara?

As any of us who know Barbara well well know, being retired will make no difference, and that even the most challenging circumstances have failed to slow Barbara one bit. She will be no less busy than she has been in the weeks, months or years leading up to this moment. Her note to me earlier this week is typical: “I'm trying to take it easy, but have a letter of reference to do and an MRP report to do today to send off.  Plus more  editorial work on Wider Boundaries and my page of intro for the Open Letter issue on feminism and poetics—all because collaborators are coming to town.” And indeed, Barbara’s many collaborators have streamed into town—and off the picket lines—some hopeful to get a little piece of Barbara’s extraordinary energy. I know Barbara is deeply touched to see so many of us assembled in one place—just please don’t remind her about her outstanding commitments. And yet, of all us, Professor Godard should be the least worried about her productivity given a curriculum vita runs to sixty pages. 

One of Canada’s pre-eminent literary scholars, an acute and subtle mind that has broadly influenced the fields of Canadian and Quebec Literatures, Translation Studies, Feminist Poetics and Narratology, an editor of centripetal force for feminist collaborations across the country, a generous supervisor and mentor who has trained a contemporary generation of academics and artists--dear friends, collaborators, colleagues, students, past, present and interminable, as I welcome all of you to this very special gathering, yet another in a long line of inspiring collaborations, please join me in what is bound to be only the first round of appreciation in honour of the exceptional Dr. Barbara Godard.


Allow me if you will to give a very short version of Dr. Godard’s career, one so intelligently reflected in the organization of this symposium. After completing her doctorate at the University of Bordeaux, Dr. Godard began teaching at York in 1971 as a visiting assistant professor—in other words, as an exploited contract labourer--and was hired into at tenure-track position in 1976. Not surprisingly, she had tenure by 1978, with advancement to a full professorship in 2004 along with the Avi Bennett Historica Chair in Canadian Literature. She has, in her more than thirty years at York, written 2 Books, one of which we launch here this weekend, translated 6 more, introducing to English Canada the now best-known writers of the Quebecois feminism including the work of one of her closest collaborators, Nicole Brossard, edited another 6 books, 5 special issues, and written 9 Exhibition Catalogues. And those are only the larger projects. Forgive me again for enumerating, but the numbers of her shorter contributions are rather staggering. –Smaro, I don’t know how you managed to select from Dr. Godard’s 79 book chapters, 115 Journal articles, and 215 conference presentations, delivered around the world, from Moscow to Korea to Montreal. No wonder Dr. Godard is sometimes impatient with the rest of us. I doubt many of us will even come close to Professor Godard’s record and influence.

We all know that Professor Godard did not conduct herself, as many successful academics do, by prioritising her own work above that of her service to the profession—Barbara had served as editor or on the editorial board of no less than twenty-two journals including as a founding editor of Tessera and her longstanding contributions to Open Letter, Coach House Press, NeWest Press, ECW, Signature, Social Semiotics, Resources for Feminist Research and Topia—or by prioritizing her own work over her commitment to the Departments of English and Women’s Studies at York, or over her commitment to her students across English, French, Women’s Studies, Social and Political Thought, Film and Visual Arts, or to her activism. On the contrary, Barbara Godard’s career and remarkable productivity have been characterized not by isolation but by making all those of us who have worked with her better, pulling us along with her. 

We have all studied under Barbara in some sense—most of what I have learned about supervising, I have learned from Barbara, for better or for worse—, but one of the most profound contributions of Prof. Godard’s career is her supervision of and inspiration to generations of aspiring intellects, as this symposium has so profoundly emphasized. I name here her Doctoral supervisees, across the graduate programs in English, Social and Political Thought and Women’s Studies, because the list tells us something that no narration quite can: Julia Emberley, Brenda Longfellow, Lianne Moyes, Margaret Denike, Ed Matthews, Christian Bök, Jennifer Henderson, Zoe Druick, Jeremy Stolow Niamh Hennessey, Sean Carney, Susan Driver, Sophie McCaul, Candida Rifkind, Eva Karpinski, Alok Mukherjee, Christine Kim, Heather Milne, Sandra Jeppeson, Christine Shaw, Marielle Aylen, Astrida Neimanis, Trish Salah, Lori Moses, Elena Basile, Dunja Baus, Pierre Ouellet, Badea Wawar, Jason Demers, Majero Bouman, Laura Adamo, John Greyson (an honourary doctoral student surely), Shauna Lancit, and Chris Bradd and Janice Andrea.


This list of supervisees, many of whom are here tonight, evokes not only intelligence and reputations built on rigorous training, but also poetry, film, art, imagination, and political heart. All of you must count yourselves among the luckiest for having had the privilege of Dr. Godard’s devotion to your success.


And that devotion is so clearly reciprocated here by those who organized this symposium, particularly by Barbara’s current students, Majero Bouman, Elena Basile, Dunja Baus and Badea Warwar—who have put aside all the other work that they should be doing, much to Barbara’s dismay—and her colleagues, Leslie Saunders, Jacqueline Petropolous and Eva Karpinksi, in order to make sure that we do not fail to honour Barbara’s generosity of mind, time and spirit. I would like to ask all of Professor Godard’s students who studied with her or were supervised by her any capacity, in graduate or undergraduate courses, in theses, exams, defences and directed readings by the score, in the classroom and in her living room, I invite all of Professor Godard’s students to please stand. 

Professor Godard: Your students.


Perhaps nothing distinguishes Dr. Godard’s influence on Canadian and Quebecois letters and arts as her life-long collaborations with some of Canada’s most revered and celebrated writers, artists, academics, theorists, editors and translators, many of whom have come this evening to pay tribute. And the tributes will continue to come on the guestbook hosted on the symposium site. As James L Gillespie writes, “With whom else but Barbara could I drop by for tea and then quite casually begin to discuss a concordance of references to issues of temporality in Shakespeare, Marx and Ovid?” He congratulates the symposium organizers for a “A brilliant salute to Barbara on weaving the rich fabric of intellectual fulfilment that she has shared so graciously.” And it is impossible to compose a list that didn’t leave out any number of people with whom Barbara has so woven into the fabric of her intellect (and I’m sure I have, and I apologise in advance) and so I mention here only some of Barbara’s most enduring partners including some of those who have worked with Barbara on Tessera, Open Letter and Topia.: Nicole Brossard, Daphne Marlatt, Frank Davey, Leslie Saunders, Di Brant, Gail Scott, Ray Ellenwood, Jody Berland, Helen Hoy, Janice Williamson, Smaro Kamboureli, NourbeSe Philip, Margaret Chistakos, Cheryl Sourkes, Kathy Mezei, Katherine Binhammer, Patricia Seaman, Julie Murray, Lauren Gillingham, Susan Knutson, Louise Cotnoir, Jennifer Henderson and Lianne Moyes, Steve McCaffrey, Fred Wah, Lola Tostevin and Terry Goldie. I would ask all of Barbara’s dear friends, her collaborators, and her colleagues—having been a student does not, of course exclude one from this category—to please stand.

Dear Barbara: your colleagues, collaborators and conspirators.


The theme of this symposium, “Inspiring Collaborations,” has an intended double entendre and double purpose, to celebrate Barbara’s Godard’s inspired collaborations of the past thirty years, and to inspire collaborations and conversations yet to come, those that we know we will hear in editorial offices, in classrooms, in collectives, in galleries, cinemas and music chambers, in the locker-room, down the corridor, and around the corner. Barbara, you and your work are inspirational and will be for a very long time to come and I welcome everyone gathered here tonight into the conversation.
