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HUSTON, WE HAVE A PROBLEM...
(OR WHAT ON EARTH IS “CANADIAN SELF-TRANSLATION”
SUPPOSED TO MEAN?}

Trish Van Bolderen

Introduction
In an early footnote from an article discussingéxperiences with translating his
own literary work, Daniel Gagnon (2007, p. 165)tesi

Jai été le premier au Canada a écrire dans lautarde I'Autre, du francgais vers
I'anglais? et & m’autotraduire ensuite dans ma langue malkerde I'anglais au francais.
Quelques années plus tard, chez le méme éditangléphone albertine Nancy Huston a
entrepris une expérience similaire, mais dans fi@miverse’

However brief, this comment offers valuable insiginto Canadian self-
translatioft and, more particularly, into certain conceptual amethodological problems
that Nancy Huston currently (ex)poses for reseantb this topic. Using Gagnon’s
statement as a springboard for analysis, | willlexpthe presence and impact of Nancy
Huston within research related to Canadian seffstegion. First, with a view to
highlighting inconsistencies in the way CanadiaH-tsenslatorship is defined, | will
illustrate how Huston’s Canadianness is variousyceived, subsequently contrasting
her identity with that of 19 other self-translatarsvill then discuss the repercussions of
such inconsistencies, arguing that scholars shdddwary of readily classifying
Huston—or any other self-translator with a similsociological profile—alongside

writers who have self-translated in Canada. Ultetatl underscore the importance of

! This article has not been presented before.

2 The formulation of “du francais vers I'anglais'tdfn French into English] proves somewhat confusing
here, since no explicit language transfer occuthiatwriting stage; Gagnon seems to allude tgotlogess
involved in mentally preparing the text in his methongue and subsequently writing it in English (c
“interior” or “mental” (self)-translation in Oustaif 2001, p. 46-7 and Jung 2002, p. 27).

% | was the first in Canada to write in the languafjéhe Other, from French into English, and theself-
translate into my mother tongue, from English iRt@nch. A few years later, with the same publisher,
Albertan Anglophone Nancy Huston (1993b, 1993a) aatilar experience, but in the reverse ortibyr.
translation.

* As the concept of Canadian self-translation wéllgsoblematized throughout this article, no deifmitfor

the term is offered at this time.
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clearly and mindfully defining research criteria fational belonging, particularly at this
juncture in the evolution of “Canadian self-tratisia studies.®

Conceptual problems: definitional inconsistencies

In the excerpt quoted above, Gagnon and Hustomraeguivocally identified as
peers: both are deemed to occupy (comparable)igusitvithin the field of Canadian
literature. Here, Huston’s Canadianness is plaasierted through reference to her native
province of Alberta. Yet, whereas Canadian-born r@aghas remained in Canada and
has thus written and translated his works withiait tfpace, Huston (Canadian by birth)
moved to the United States at the age of 15 andivexsin France since 1973—i.e., for
the past 40 years, or two-thirds of her life—prddgcher self-translations (indeed,
producing all of the works in her considerable ceu¥jethere, acquiring French
citizenship and winning several French accoladeas (®ix Femina, 2006). Nonetheless,
as recurringly corroborated by anecdotal evidemomademics predominantly consider
Huston a Canadian author and—by extension, asfaeaCanadianness is concerned—a
Canadian self-translator; moreover, the generalipigencouraged in significant ways

to share this perspective.

Among academics

Consider, for instance, references by professovardl Faleiros (2007) and Jane
Koustas (2001). In discussing Brazilian translagioof Quebecois poetry, Faleiros
comments on Hanciau, Campelo and Santos’s 2004cptibh, which brings together
translations of works written by “des auteures d@ranes” (Canadian women writers)
(p.103). In a footnote, Faleiros proceeds to lisample of these writers: Nicole Brossard,
Lucie Lequin, Louise Dupré, Barbara Godard, Margnl&reen, Barbara Havercroft,
Helen Hoy, Nancy Huston, Linda Hutcheon, and Lain&Martin (p. 103). Citizenship
aside (although, like Gagnon, and except for Grdese writers are also Canadian-born

Canadian citizens), the writing practices of neallyl0 of these authors are based in

® This is an adaptation of Anselmi’s “self-trangbatistudies” (Anselmi 2012, p. 17).

®«Cest en francais aussi, a Paris, que j'ai osé premiers pas dans I'écriture” (Gazier et al. 19943,
qguoted in Achour 2006, p. 42). [It's also in FrenthParis, that | dared to take my first steps agriter.
(My translation)]
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Canada. Green and Huston are the exceptions; get tiembership in this group of
writers—a group explicitly defined by national befpng (in addition to literary
production and gender)—is in no way called into dfis® or nuanced. A
misapprehension may well explain why Green, a gsafe of French and Comparative
Literature at Dartmouth College (Hanover, New Hanmgy, has been included in this
list; it is far less likely, however, that a simmil@isunderstanding explains the reference to
Huston.

In a piece featured in the University of Torontoa@arly and focused on “[t]he
year in translations among Canadian literaturelf®9” (Koustas 2001, p. 271), Jane
Koustas devotes significant and thoughtful attentto two dozen or so authors,
translators and scholars (specifically scholars Wwee writteraboutauthors), including
Anne Hébert, Marie-Claire Blais, Gabrielle Roy, &aze Jacob, Michel Tremblay, Luise
von Flotow, Patricia Claxton, Sheila Fischman, @akiomel and Daniel Poliquin—in
short, something of a who's who sample of Canadiench-language) literature and
(into-English) translation. The fact that Hustogdm, the only individual whose writing
practices are not framed within Can§dalso figures among them signals not only that
she is received as Canadian but also that sherégiped as among our ‘best,” which
reinforces the seeming legitimacy of her belonging.

It is important to note that, in her article, Kaasstexplicitly recognizes Huston’s
work as a self-translator (“she herself translated,rewrote as she would claim,
L'empreinte de I'ange(p. 272)) as well as her status as an expat(i@&anadian-born,
long-time resident of France” (p. 274)). Koustasoaleflects on how this self-translator
status affects broader literature, how it challenttee way we understand writing and,
more specifically, how it contributes to “blur[rihthe distinction between the original
and the translation” (p. 272). She does not, howetaich on the ramifications of

Huston’s considerable and uninterrupted residendéyrance, or how this might challenge

"t is worth noting that only one other literargdire who is not based in Canada is mentioned irst&sis
review: Milan Kundera (incidentally, also a selutslator). However, discussion does not revolverato
his writing or a translation of his writing; instkaKoustas addresses a scholarly text written by on
Canadian and translated by another: Lin BurmanigliEm translation Kundera, or the Memory of Des})re
of Quebec professor Eva LeGrand’s stidymdera ou la mémoire du dégt001, p. 283).
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the way we understand so-called ‘Canadian’ liteqamyduction or belongirfg This is
particularly interesting given that, later in theide, making an appeal consistent with
the principles of Skopos theory and of the cultanadl sociological turns of Translation
Studies, Koustas asserts that “[tjranslation seBblp needs to consider who is translated
by whom when an@heré (2001, p. 274. My emphasis.).

Among the general public

While Koustas’s article is an example of the waystdn and her Canadianness
are appreciated among scholars, the reason Hupfas in the 1999 critical survey at
all is that she was nominated for that year's Gieiz€. Indeed, given her associations
with literary awards like the Gillétand the Governor General's Literary Awdrdghe
latter of which she was nominated for several timmes won oncg), which are the most
prominent awards for Canadian literature, thesehimoffer insights into how the more
general public—at least as far as those interesté@danadian) literature are concerned—
is likely to understand Huston'’s literary statusaaGanadian. In spite of the fact that, as
Davey (2004, p. 17) has pointed out, Huston heiisetiot altogether comfortable with
her “Canadianness”, and English-speaking Canada teen similarly wary about

claiming her”, these awards confirm her belonging.

81n a later publication, however, Koustas raise®lated question: “Can a Canadian-born, Anglophone
author writing from France, in either French or Estg qualify for Canadian French or English-langea
literary awards?” (Koustas 2008, p. 59)

®She and Anne Hébert were the first writers to h&rench-language works—in English (self-)
translation—nominated (Koustas 2001, p. 271).

Ostablished in 1994 in memory of the late Dorislgsjlthe annual Gille—known, since 2005, as the
Scotiabank Giller Prize—is the handsomest litefaiyge in Canada: from the outset, the first-pladener
was awarded $25,000, an amount that increased @O@n 2005 and to $70,000 in 2008
(http://www.scotiabank.com/gillerprize/0,5821,00nht

M The Governor General's Literary Awards (est. 198@) issued by the Government of Canada through
the Canada Council for the Arts and conferred ocipients by the Governor General, i.e., the
representative of the Canadian monarch. Curretttly, winner in each of the seven literary categories
receives $25,000 (http://ggbooks.canadacouncihéaeut-apropos.aspx).

12 Her Cantique des Plainewon the French fiction award in 1993 (generatiogtmoversy because the
work is a self-translation of her English teRtainsong(see Koustas 2008, p. 62)); she was also nominated
in 1996 for Instruments des ténébrem 1998 for L'Empreinte de l'angeand in 1999 for the self-
translation of the lattefihe Mark of the Angel
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According to eligibility requirements, which effestly define Canadianness,
these prizes are open to citizens and permaneidergs® alike: on the one hand, the
Scotia bank Giller Prize stipulates that, “a boakstrbe a first-edition full length novel or
short story collection, written by a Canadian eitizor permanent resident of Canada”’
(http://www.scotiabank.com/gillerprize/0,5825,00i)t in the case of the Governor
General awards, the fact that the writer need n@& or write on Canadian soil is
underscored:

Books must be first foreign or first Canadian exdlitirade books that have been written,
translated or illustrated by Canadian citizens emmanent residents of Canadlaefy do
not need to be residing in Cangd#n the Translation category, the original waoskitten

in French, must also be a Canadian-authored (Mg.emphasis?y

Thus, in the nation as a community both imagined aanstructed by these
awards—both within and outside of Canada, since pitestige and renown of such
awards have some international reach—Huston’s eignto Canada is determined
through a kind of performative tautology: she igjible for the Giller and the Governor
General’'s award because she is a Canadian citilean she is then nominated for or
awarded one of these prizes, her Canadiannessisroed because these accolades are
(known to be) specific to individuals who are definas Canadian. The awards and their
eligibility criteria illustrate the pervasiveness the public’'s perspective, the extent to
which, and the potency with which, such mechanismesate and reinforce Huston’s
Canadian identity, thereby effectively branding &giCanadian.

Yet these eligibility requirements are ambiguous: the one hand, Canadian
membership is based on residency; on the othex,détermined by citizenship (though
this does not preclude residency). While eligipittiteria for awards can readily conflate
these two prongs of how “Canadian” is defined, ébgrallowing nominations for literary
works by both Hébert and Huston, research(ers)ataafford the luxury of adopting the

same approach for defining such labels. Scholarst moknowledge the ambivalence

13 Similar to the U.S. Green Card, the permanendessicard in Canada has legal currency, allowing
permanent residents most of the same rights asd@anaitizens, notably excluding the right to vote
(http://lwww.cic.gc.ca/english/newcomers/about-pr)as

Y Taken from the web page of the Governor Geneltaésary awards: http://canadacouncil.ca/council
Iprizes/find-a-prize/prizes/governor-generals-ttgrawards.
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associated with national belonging (cf. Hari et28l14) and, therefore, must also grapple
with the fact that, if defined according to residgnHuston would be excluded from

eligibility for these prizes. Doing otherwise—i.@aromoting, however inadvertently,

these conceptual inconsistencies—amounts, as wesed, to comparing apples and
oranges.

Comparatively speaking

In order for us to better understand the conceptuablems that Nancy Huston
poses, it is critical that we consider her in lielato other writers who are studiadself-
translators and who might be defined by scholas the general public aSanadian
Research into Canadian self-translation per satigest, in a fledgling state: with the
exception of a conference that took place at thevéysity of Udine (Italy) in 2010 on
self-translation in Canadian migrant literafiireexisting literature on the topic can be
boiled down to a limited number of articles focused more or less significant and
usually isolated ways, on the following 19 writérs

1. Antonio d’Alfonso

Honoré Beaugrand
Nicole Brossard
Robert Dickson
Mario Duliani
Blanca Espinoza
Jorge Etcheverry

Margarita Feliciano

© © N o g s~ DN

Daniel Gagnon

[ —
o

Alberto Kurapel

Dore Michelut

e
.

Marco Micone

15 This conferencel’@Autotraduzione nella letteratura migrante del Gat®) led, in part, to the 2011
special issue dDltreoceanq5), on self-translation in migrant literature ra@enerally

18 These writers have been identified based on pativics listed in the I7edition of the Self-Translation
Bibliography; Reimers and Saravia were identifiedhin Oltreocean¢ Dickson and Whitfield were
identified in Gagnon 2012.
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13.  Felicia Mihali

14.  Gianna Patriarca
15. Camila Reimers
16. Carmen Rodriguez
17.  Gabrielle Roy

18.  Alejandro Saravia
19.  Agnés Whitfield

Because of this gap in research, there is scarpertynmity for us to observe
Huston being studied alongside other Canadian tiseiSlators and as part of an
investigation into Canadian self-translation. Irtleenly one publication (i.e. Gagnon
2012) involves a comparison between any of theHeraaslators (namely, Dickson,
Gagnon, Whitfield) and Huston, and it clearly fram#he discussion in relation to
“Canadian and Québécois contexts” (Gagnon 20123p). Otherwise, there is little to
no opportunity for us to observe Huston being diesk with self-translators whose
profiles are sociologically distinct from hers. Hewer, without needing to go into great
detail about personal history or self-translatiomadduction, we can begin to appreciate
the potential for such distinctions by examiningta® aspects of these profiles. Two
general observations can be made about this griosgifetranslators.

First, they represent a range of (inter)nationatkgeounds. Several, namely
d’Alfonso, Beaugrand, Brossard, Dickson, Gagnony Rod Whitfield are Canadian-
born and remained in Canada (although Beaugraratl lim Mexico, France and the
United States, where he would even acquire Amemdaenship (Grutman 1994, p.46)).
Others eventually migrated to Canada, including @ditwho arrived in 2000 from
Romania, and Saravia who relocated in the 19808 Bolivia (Hazelton 2007, p. 156).
Such migrants groups also include writers who viene in Italy (Duliani, Feliciand!
Michelut, Micone, Patriarca) and Chile (EtcheverBgpinoza, Kurapel, Reimers and
Rodriguez). Each of these migrant writers ultimatgius far, at least) settled in Canada;
whether or not they remained in Canada, howeverofislittle importance for

understanding how Canadian self-translation isneefi \Whats critical, however, is the

1 Feliciano, however, identifies more with Argentinghere she grew up, than with Italy (and thus is
typically considered a Hispanic-Canadian writethea than an Italian-Canadian writer), making hago
California before settling in Canada (Hazelton 2q271).)
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second observation: that each of these writersinvEganada when they produced (one or
more of) their self-translations.

In light of these observations, we can concludet, tiaespective of their
uniquenesses or of additional similarities betwé#®n writers, these 19 self-translators
form a cohesive group relative to their Canadiasrassself-translators and, meanwhile,
are collectively distinct from Huston. Yet, as tiiscussion in this article indicates, we
have every reason to believe that Huston wouldilsedé lumped in with any or all of
these 19 as part of a study of Canadian self-tainoal Gagnon’s foonote, quoted at the

outset of the present article, validates this iii@d by foreshadowing it.

Methodological problems: misrepresentations

As we have discussed, Gagnon misrepresents Husten ae focuses exclusively
on her status as an Albertan and thereby completedgures her long-standing status as
a Parisian and Paris-based writer. This rhetostategy, whereby he manufactures a
Canadian self-translation realm that features Hifvesed Huston alone, allows him to
create an apparently level playing field betweee two writers so that he can
retroactively establish a self-translational raedween them and beat her at (what he
seems to deem) her own game. In the process, benaglsepresents himself and,
consequently, our understanding of Canadian safistation. He self-identifies as one of
the pivotal figures, claiming to be tliest to have self-translated into his mother tongue,
the endeavour constituting an “aventure pionni¢pgdneering venture] (Gagnon 2007,
p. 165); however, Franco-Manitoban Gabrielle Ray, dne, did the same long before
him (Harvey 2006, p. 213-21%) as did Honoré Beaugrand, who back in 1900 pudish
French, English and even bilingual editiond_afChasse-galeriéGrutman 1994, p. 47-
48). Gagnon further misrepresents Canadian seliflmion by presenting Huston not
just as another self-translator or Canadian seffdlator but as thé@enchmarkfor
Canadian self-translation. Yet how can or shouldeotCanadian self-translators be
evaluated in relation to her given, as we have séennature of the others that have so
far been identified?

18 Roy self-translated from English into French atsteonce: the short story “Jean-Baptiste takesfel’ wi
(Toronto Star WeekJyDecember 1936) translated as “Bonne a mari@eév(le moderneMontreal, June
1940).
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In a recent study, Grutman (2013) sketches theokmgical profiles of Nobel
Prize winning self-translators, highlighting thectfathat Samuel Beckett—the very
prolific, very popular and amply studied nihilidtsurdist—proves much less
representative of the other award winners than trigtve been imagined, particularly
considering the proportion of studies devoted ta Bnd the frequency with which he is
used asthe example of self-translation. There is a risk thlatston will become the
Beckett (whom she is often compared to, even byei#}) of Canadian self-translation
studies. Even if we ignore for a moment the natireer Canadian identity and consider
only a few variables, Huston proves quite differéh&in the other Canadian self-
translators identified:

* in terms of language: whereas Huston works excigiietween English
and French (at times, varying the direction), mahyhe self-translators
work with Spanish or Italian;

* in terms of process: whereas Huston regularly eegag simultaneous
self-translation (i.e. where both texts are produtt@ough a back-and-
forth exchange of writing and (self-)translatingrg@nan 2009, p.259)),
few of the others have done so;

* interms of frequency: whereas Huston is quiteificcds a self-translator,
only a small number of others have even severéfragislations to their
name (e.g. Micone).

Given the various ways that Huston fails to refleitter Canadian self-translators,

her inclusion among them in research ultimatelgdbens the validity of related findings.

Conclusions
Explicit, mindful definitions

In this article, | have sought to illustrate howngesively Nancy Huston is
understood as Canadian, how that Canadiannes®esyplher as an author and/or self-
translator, and how this understanding creates emnal inconsistencies and,
consequently, methodological problems for researthCanadian self-translation. Since

so little research into the area exists, the te@arnadian self-translation” presently has

19 Seelimbes/Limbo: un hommage a Samuel Beckett
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little to no academic currency; however, its megngeasily interpreted, and apparently
in potentially divergent ways. Thus, as the ternmg&raction, we had best define it with
a view to clarity and rigour. Pooling “everyone’giher may make for research that
seems more impressive, on account of the facttiieagroup studied is more substantial
and that certain self-translators are well-stookéti symbolic capital. However, this all-
in approach is also less precise, less rigorous ationately, less relevant to our
understanding of writers who translate their overdiry works within a particular part of
the world.

Canadian self-translation: definition(s)

In the interest of subsequently launching a worldiedjnition of Canadian self-
translation, | submit the following argument: thet,the context of this area of study,
nationality alone proves an arbitrary criterion Bmlonging, and that it is more useful to
circumscribe these writers within a space thafiist and foremost, geographical and
thereby shaped by specific linguistic, cultural gaditical realities. Particularly when the
reasons to translate one’s own writing into a sgbset language are so often of
scholarly interest, and when these reason(s) aegiably predicated on the time and the
space occupied by the self-translators, we mustkeastas underscored—account for
thewhereof their writing practice.

Accordingly, although she is indeed Canadian byueirof citizenship and
commonly held perception, and while she is alselftsnslator, Nancy Huston is not a
Canadian self-translator. A Canadiémigréself-translator, yé& but, otherwise, Huston
is no more a Canadian self-translator than she Gamadian parent or a Canadian
consumer. Rather than an incidental collision cscdptors, Canadian self-translation
refers to any instance in which a writer translatssor her own writing into another
language while residing in Canada. Otherwise, Ipsas we will have even bigger

problems to deal with.
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