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LITERARY FRONTIERS WITHIN A COUNTRY: 
CANADA

KA TALIN  KÜ RTÖ SI
(Szeged)

In the Preface and the first chapter of his Configuration,1 E.D. Blodgett states 
that the two main literatures of Canada, English and French Canadian, exist, 
and have existed side by side without the one influencing the other. At the 
same time, he refutes all other theories which try to point out common trends 
or common themes in the French and English Canadian writing of a given 
period. «Canada is not a unified country in either a political or a cultural sense, 
and therefore to seek some common thread in its literatures is a vain enterprise 
indeed.»2 Blodgett realizes how difficult it is to find a delicate balance in the 
question of Canadian literatures, and modifies his denial of the links between 
English and French Canadian writing when he says that «1 would not deny, 
then, that convergences occur between the two founding literatures of Canada, 
but the question that ought to be raised in every case is what these convergen
ces signify.»3 While reflecting on Moisan's (binary theory,» Blodgett raises the 
question «whether a shared place implies a shared time, a shared past, and a 
shared ideology.»4 In his view, «A <language-grid> is precisely what runs be
tween the nations of Canada,»5 He argues for the preservation of a language 
border between the two main parts of Canada and concludes that his (thre
shold theory» is the only one acceptable to the comparatist: «To be then on a 
threshold, where what draws apart is what draws together, is precisely where 
the comparatist of Canadian literature ought to be -  contingent, fragile, un
willing to accept, finally, the illusion of the universal solution, self-absorbed, 
unguided by the enigmas of the other presence.»6

The two epigraphs that Philip Stratford uses are from E.D. Blodgett's above- 
mentioned book and from Leonhard Cohen's poem: the latter one is what 
supplies him with the title All the Polarities7 Stratford also acknowledges that 
«there are two distinct literatures in Canada and there has been little cross-fer
tilization between French and English writers,» but «by bringing the best 
works of our best authors into a common focus we can learn more about them, 
different things than when they are studied in isolation or in their own 
families,»8 He emphasizes the «historical and cultural similarities between the 
French and English literatures of Canada.»9 As to the relationship of the two,
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148 Literary Frontiers within a Country: Canada

parallels seem to be the most adequate representation in Stratford's view, be
cause they express not only their mutual independence («not sameness but 
qualified similarity»10), but also suggest that «one parallel fixes and defines 
the other.»11 He concludes his «introduction» explaining the title All the Po
larities -  the term implies not just connections and contrasts along one central 
axis, but multiple relationships.12

What I am venturing to put forward differs from the above mentioned 
theories not only in that I cannot suggest a new spatial or geometrical form to 
illuminate the relationship of the two main components of Canadian writing; 
but also in that I see a tendency towards some kind of integration, too.

Most scholars agree that the case of Canadian literatures poses special prob
lems for the comparatist -  Canada itself is a special (though not unique) 
country, with her two founding nations and her official bilingualism. The term, 
bilingualism, has been interpreted in various ways -  William F. Mackey dis
cusses several definitions13 -  ranging from two unilingualisms, equilingual- 
ism, to a passive understanding of another language. While several papers 
and books have been devoted to the linguistic, language acquisitional and 
psychological problems that bilingualism raises, its manifestation in literature 
has hardly been discussed. A bilingual literary text is one in which there are 
words, or sentences, from a language other than in which the main body of 
the given work is written. There have been examples of literary bilingualism 
for several centuries and this technique has always added something to the 
meaning of the given work. In Maître Pathelin, for example, it is the source of 
humour, while quotations from literary masterpieces of less-known regions or 
andent times make it possible for T.S. Eliot in The Waste Land to suggest a 
global culture.

Bilingualism, or the mixing of languages in Canadian writings is a means 
to recognize the other. The other and his language is manifested in two ways:

1. Within a <homogeneous> text, the other and his language is mentioned, 
without quoting. This shows an earlier stage; e.g. in Hugh MacLennan's Two 
Solitudes, the dominating language is English and the French-Canadian char
acters are never quoted as using French words or phrases. Margaret Atwood's 
Two-Headed Poems illuminate the almost schizophrenic nature of the Canadian 
situation: the poem is in English, but almost half of it is about the other people 
and their language. («Your language hangs around your neck, /  a noose, a 
heavy necklace»14; «How can you use two languages /  and mean what you 
say in both?»15) Atwood cannot offer a just solution to the problem -  the fre
quently quoted concluding lines of the duet with two deaf singers express her 
hopelessness.

2. In the last twenty years there has been an increasing number of novels, 
poems and plays, in which the two official languages are verbally present side 
by side.
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H any Summers, the hero of James Bacque's Big Lonely is perfectly bilingual 
-  so much so, that sometimes he is not conscious of which language he himself 
is using at the moment. «Do I speak French or English to this lady asking for 
directions?»16 «... the loudspeakers bleat at us in French. How I scarcely notice 
which language it no longer is. If afterwards someone asked me which lan
guage it was said to me in, I wouldn't know unless I thought.»17 So the other 
language is present in this thoughts -  but there are several examples when the 
languages are mixed in conversation and even within the same sentence. The 
• dominant> language of Big Lonely is English -  but very often French words 
are used within the sentence, without any typographical differentiation, ac
cording to the rules of English syntax. «André, you are just like me au fond, 
people ,..»18 Despite all the efforts of the hero, no solution, no harmonious 
state is offered in the novel -  instead, it approaches a nostalgic, pitiful tone: 
«... we disregarded them, and they were next door. They had a problem and 
we walked by ...»19 The reason why Bacque's novel still deserves attention is 
that it tried to create a sort of balance between the English and French Canadian 
sides. (The titles of the chapters also prove it: he traces back to the roots -  
London and Paris - ,  devotes a chapter to Montréal and Toronto alike.) In Big 
Lonely the two languages are present not only nominally, but virtually, as well 
and this method adds an air of <Canadianness.>

In traditional, or non-absurd drama, dialogues aim at an understanding of 
the characters involved in it. Usually, the dialogue takes place throughout the 
whole drama in the same language. It is very seldom that plays are written in 
two languages. This is the case with Rick Salutin's Les Canadiens (1977) and 
David Fennario's Batconville (1979).

Les Canadiens20 is a historical panorama of the last two hundred years of 
the country shown analogously with a hockey match in Montreal that ended 
up in a political demonstration over the separatists' victory at the elections. 
The electronic message board shows numbers which are related to the game 
and to turning points in Canadian history; so the action takes place on two 
levels. Hockey is used as a symbol and the language question is in the fore
ground -  either by way of history, or as a real, everyday problem for average 
people. As well as James Bacque, the playwright is in favour of an agreement 
between the English and French Canadians, as appears from the final mono
logue of the players: «We're telling you this separatism is wrong! /  Stick with 
federalism. Stick with Canada.» There are two language-lesson scenes in the 
play -  first for the French Sportscaster and later for the players -  but neither 
works really well. Hearing the incorrect pronunciation of his colleague, the 
English Sportscaster bursts out: «That's English, not Eskimo! Broadcast white, 
for Chrissake.»22 The playwright comments on their unending debate as fol
lows: «They fade in an interminable bilingual, bicultural wrangle that seems 
destined to go on forever.» In Les Canadiens both of the two official languages
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are present, but it does not mean that they are equal. The Mother figure, whose 
language is French, sees the situation very clearly: «You still want to play 
hockey for le club de hockey Canadien, you'd better learn English, my son.» 4 
The fact that the Mother tries to speak English, marks an important stage in 
the play -  she has given in.

In Salutin's play, like in the course of history, the relationship of the two 
languages gradually changes. As the action proceeds, there are more and more 
examples of the joined use of French and English -  again often within the same 
sentence, or in rhymes. The tendency is clear. But even so, the playwright has 
doubts whether this mutual understanding will last. «Bilingualism can indeed 
be fun, but does it really solve anything?»25

In Baiconville26, nearly a third of the dialogue is in French. Jerry Wasserman 
writes that «Fennario presents a vision of working class Quebec in microcosm, 
a sharply etched, richly human portrait of French and English divided by 
language ... he has given us Canada's first truly bilingual play.»27 The use of 
two languages on the stage not only illustrates the cohabitation of two peoples, 
but it provides the playwright with an extra technical possibility: the language- 
shift of a certain character marks a turning point in the play. First it is mainly 
blasphemies that they take from the other language, then the mixing of lan
guages suggests social subordination, like in Act One, Scene Two:

Thibault: Un flat tire, o u i... Okay. Yes, sir. I'll be there ... Oui. I'll be there 
tout de suite ... Okay, boss. Bye . . . Allô? Bye. He hangs up the telephone. 
Faut que I'm'en aille. C'était mon boss. TU le connais, «I don't like it 
when you're late. When I get to the store, I want you there at the door. 
Right there at the door.»28

Like in Les Canadiens, it is the national sport that gives a chance for the char
acters to evaluate the same event in differing ways (Act Two, Scene Two).

The language problem is present in the play in two ways: the characters of 
the play speak two languages, sometimes mix the two within the same sen
tence, and they speak about language.

Paquette: Hey, parle-moi en français, eh? Parle-moi an français.29 
Irene; Be better if you talk to him, Johnny.
Johnny: What the fuck am I gonna say? He don't even want to speak my 
language ...
Irene: Tell him you're sorry he lost his job.
Johnny: Look, I'm sorry you lost your job ...
Irene: Tell him in French.
Johnny; I don't know how.
Irene: Try ... J'ai de la peine ...
Johnny: J'ai de la peine ...30
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The didactic ending of the play can logically offer only one way-out: a mutual 
acceptance of the other and his language. In the case of danger, a language 
shift takes place with the two most <tough> guys, Paquette and Johnny, and 
makes mutual understanding possible.

The characters of the above-mentioned plays sooner or later have to accept 
the presence of the other and then show some willingness to speak to the other, 
even if not quite correcdy. The use of the two languages within the same work 
gives it an extra dimension which cannot be replaced by anything else.
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