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WHAT OUR PARLIAMENTARY ORATORS 
LOSE IN TRANSLATION* 

ln the French llansard, a calorf1tl debate eau look pretty pale 

L ike m ost E11glish- speaklng Oanadlans, English-speaking MPs cou ld h a rdly 
get a long without the colloquial expressions that pepper almost eJVerybody's co n
versation. But there are a dozen c ivil servants in Ottawa who wish they would 
try to. They' r e the 12 men and women who translate House of Commons d ebates 
each night, for publication of the French edition of Hansard the next rnorning. 

Faced with a short deadline a nd a n average flow of 30 ,000 words a day (90 % 
of a il words spoken in the Comrnons are in Englis h ), the t ranslators spend some 
of th eir most frustrating moments fumbling with s la n·g , idioms a nd fig ures of 
speech. 

Sorne English expressions either have no handy Frenc h equivalent or would 
b e meaningless if trans lated lite ral ly. "Gerrymandering", for instance, h as to 
be written pondero usly as « le r e maniement a.1•bitrafre d e la car te é lectora,le. » 

When Jack Pickersgill suggested that "the minister was talking off the top 
of his h ead" , the French Hansard simp ly reported him as saying, « le ntlnls tre ne 
savalt trop de q n oi il I>at'lalt » ("the minister didn' t know what he was talking 
a bout"). Th e translator s make it a point of pride to avoid English words wher
e'ver possible . "Oh, fidd lesticlrn !" , for instance, becomes « Quelles balive1•nes ! > 
("What s illin'ess !"). 

Coin ed phrases a nd sla n g that do have brief equivalents oft e n Jose th e ir savor. 
"Rolling readjustm e nt" translates co lorlessly as « rajuste1nent progressif »; 
"Th at is pretty cocky talk" becomes, pedantically, «Voilà un propos bien pré
tentieu x »; and "a plank in a party platform" disappears as a figure of speech , 
emerging as « un artic le du progra1n1ne d'un parti. » 

"IDverything !oses in translation" , one tra n'slator adroits. But th e Joss is 
sometimes the result of stringent directives the staff must fo llow. One cardinal 
rule is : "Don ' t go beyond the thought of the a u thor". T hus, if an MP said, 
"The s t ork paid a visit" to a certain fami ly , the translators would have to pass 
up two colorfu l e uphemisms : «Un bébé a été t1·ouvé sou s une feuille d e chou » 
("A baby was found under a cabbage leaf") a nd - from Fren ch-Canadian 
folklore - « Les sauvages ont passé chez Ma.dame Unetelle » ("The India ns 
passed Mrs. Soandso's bouse") . The tran s lation .would have to be the straight
forward « Il y a.valt une naissat1ce. » 

Sorne colloquialisms survive in,:act. When A rnold Peters (CCF, Timiskaming) 
yelled, "Sit down ! You're rocking the boat", a tra nsla tor wrote, f a ithfully, 
«Asseyez-vous ! Vous faites ballotter le bateau. » But when a MP talks a bout 
" shooting from the hip" or "pulling th e wool over somebody's eyes", the 
tran slators jus t do the best they can. 

When' ail e lse fa ils, they write « I c i un j eu d e mots intraduisible.» (Literally, 
" H ere, an untransla table play on words".) One translator was reduced to such 
a con fession last a utumn, when an MP spun a tale about three bulls : A big bull, 
a rn ediurn-sized bu ll an.d a small bull w e n t for a walk . After two of the m t ireù 
a nd q uit, the small one was still walkin·g . " This", said the MP, "goes to show 
t h a t a little bu ll w ill go a long way". 

* Reproduit a.vec la permission de la maison Macletin·Hunter Publication. 
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T r a n s la.to r s (as w e l! as p un -h a t e r s) cringed, too , wh e n a n M P b ro ug ht f o r th 
this o ld ch estnut : " M y h on orable fri en d across t h e way r eminds m e of a mug
w u m p sitting on a f en ce, w ith his m u g on on e sid e a nd h is w u mp on t h e o th er " . 
T h e tra n sla t or bravely pro ff e r e td , « a ,·ec le 1nug sur un cô té et le w ump sui· l'au 
tre , » the n a dd ed a n opologetic p hrase abo u t untra n s la ta bility. 

A few p h rases gai n brev ity in t r a n s la tion . O n e of P rim e M in is t e r Diefen 
baker's p e t s, "to th e e,nd tha t ", becomes s imply « pour. > And his cumbersom e 
" in v iew o f th e f a ct tha t " t r a n s la t es n eatly as « vu que. > 

But, to the tra n sla t o r s' c h agrin , D ief e n bak e r a n d oth e r MPs often t a lk li lrn 
t h e lawyer s t h at 77 o f t h e rn a r e, w eavin g lo ng , involved senten ces o ut o f ju 
d ic ia lese. Opposition L eader Pear son , th ou g h no la wyer, a lso ge t s low marks from 
t h e tran s la tors, for hi s h abi: o f in t e rj ec t in g long s ub ordina t e cla u ses in to t h e 
rnid dl e of his sente n ces. H a.zen A r g u e, th e CCF's H ou se lead e r , is th e t ran slators' 
favorite . Th ey say he uses s i mple worcl s in s h ort , logical sen ten ces. 

'Wï th t h e ir s h ort clead l ines, tran sla tors are a l! ow ecl a f ew s hor t cu ts. T h ey 
never tran s la t e poetry, a n d t h ey lift S h a k espear ean q u otation s out of pub lish ecl 
F r en c h t r a n slation s. Expression s fr orn A li ce in Wond erla nd are t ransla.ted ( be
cause th e book is k n own to t h e Fren c h -speaking wor ld ) b ut a llu s ion s t o Moth e r 
Goose aren ' t . s ince t h e F r e n ch Moth er Goose s t ories diffe r f rom the E n g lish . 

T h e F r e n c h H a n sard usu a lly r uns much lon ger t h an t h e E n g li s h . In '59 the 
E n g lis h was 7,600 pages; th e Fren ch , more t h a n 8,000. - J{ lau s X eu m ann. 

* 
Si le JOURNAL DES TRADUCTEURS vous plaît, faites

le connaître. 

Pensez à des articles que vous pourriez nous envoyer; sou
mettez-nous des problèmes de traduction. 

Toute l'équipe du JOURNAL vous en remercie à l'avance. 
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