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NOTES O N CONTRI BUTORS·-----------

West Coast Line i pleased to offer two works by the late bp ichol. " 'IM: 
mortality play ' wa found amongst hi papers and is the initial-and only-
ection of The Martyrology, Book (10) 1 o This end is accompanied by very 

early poems, belonging to the "prehi tory" of this long poem, which are 
located in the bp ichol Paper at imon Fra er niversity. These have been 
chosen and edited by Irene iechoda. Our deep appreciation to Ellie 

ichol Executor of the bp ichol E rate , for kindly gi ing us permission to 
publish both works. We hope that future i sues will continue to offer 
unpubli hed material by ichol. This i ue also highlights the writing of 
Timothy Findley. The gathering was uggested by Peter Buitenhuis, and 
include a new tory by Findley an interview and review by Buitenhui , 
and a critical e ay by Catherine Hunter. 

• 
Art Facts by bp ichol i now available from Chax Pre and Gifts, the seventh 
volume of The Martyrology i forthcoming this fall from Coach House 
Pre s ..... Lola Lemire To tevin ' poem are part of a larger work-in-process. 
Her mo t recent book 'Sophie is available from Coach House Press ..... Fred 
Wah' beautifully de igned Limestone Lakes Utan.iki wa co-published by 
The Pre at Pilot Bay and Red Deer College Pre s ..... Judith Copithorne 
live in Vancouver. Her selection of poems and vi ual concrete is taken 
from a work-in-proce ..... G orge Bowering' new novel , Harry 's 
Fragments, i forthcoming thi fall from Coach House Press . . . . . Steve 
Mccaffery' late t book, The Black Debt, is available from ightwood 
Editions. He i working on the collected writings of TRG [Toronto Research 
Group] to be publi hed by Talonbooks next year. Hi selection is pa11 of 
a forthcoming work, Theory of Sediment . . . . . Henry Tsang is a young 
Vancouver artist. His "Memorandum" i part of an exhibit of A ian 
Canadian arti t , "Yellow Peril Re-considered," presently touring Canada 
..... Erin Moure live in Montreal. Her latest book of poems, WCW (West 
South West), wa published by Vehicule Press ..... Irene iechoda 's A Sourcery 
for Books 1 and 2 a/The Martyrology is forthcoming from ECW Pres ..... 
Pamela Banting lives in Edmonton wher h is just completing her PhD 
di ertation. Here say on Fred Wah is part of a book-length study of his 
work ..... Fernando Aguiar send hi concrete poem from Li bon, Portugal 
..... Catherine Hunter is working on a PhD dissertation on Timothy Findley 
at th niversity of Victoria. Her book of poem , Necessary cn·mes, is 
available from Blizzard Pr s ..... Peter Buitenhui ' tudy of propaganda, 
Tbe Great War of Words, i available from BC Pre ..... Timothy Findley 



l'nd u hi" tory from Cannington. nurio. ~ton 'S. a coll 'tion of. tori ~ 

puhli h ·d h) \ tk.ing. i. n.:\ ic\\ cd in thb is. ue ..... R.1Jph i\laud is '1- iit r 

t \\1th \\ .llford [ .. l\ ie ) or D rbn Thom.is' 'o/lected f Ol' IJIS 1 . -f-1 53 

;i, .11Lthle fromj.i\l. D ~m ~ ~ORS ..... Rita \\'ong has just moved fro m algar 
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of urban tr .. 111~po~ d trees (wooden telef hone pol . ) is a major con -- rn of 

a "ork in pro , · . "Tr e Pi ·tun::." 
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Dead in My Tracks: Wildcat Creek Uta 

ATURDAY ] ULY 29/89 

Oh golden, Golden morning! 
We t of Golden we leave the trans-Canada and drive north about 60 

k up Blaeberry River past Doubt Hill. From the chopper site we can see 

outh to Howes Pa s, a long weep of valley brilliant in a pillowed mid

ummer heat-haze. An hour's pent wrapping the cars and trucks in 

chicken wire (old paranoid alpine parking-lot visions of the imaginary 

porker chewing our tires and rad ho es). Camp's just west, a ten-minute 

bezier curve, wirl, and plop up Wildcat Creek, on a west slope facing east 

to the continental divide ridgeline of the BC/ Alb rta boundary. 

Ringed by glacier a usual. 
Ayesha , Baker, Parapet. 
While we set up camp during the afternoon I'm in a global mode, you 

know, the simultaneity of th world, going on right now. Paris. Kyoto. 

Beijing. 

My Borders Are Altitude 

and silent 
a pawprint's cosine 

with climate from the lake to the treeline 
all crumbly under foot at the edges 
cruddy summer snow melt 

soft wet twig and bough-sprung alpine fir 
but more than this 

height 
is my pepper 

(China don't 
do it.) 

Now 
(broken breaths contour intervals at the next 100 feet and then the 

sky-remembered night on the plateau above the Saskatchewan 

Qu'appele oh stars what solitude your blue line and flight or weight 

the inverse holds me shoulder-to-shoulder my clouds as alpine 

meadows Newton would have cut yet minds find bandwidth in this 

topo -parabola chaos around the earth house 

17 



t n und r heath r d turf 
nt s I dig • nd ruffl sacrun-i 

drawn to th mu i 
a low and daily p lvic tilt of el vation 

i tlu number d b undc'll")' nowh re I'm 
1 0 h re, ma b I'll ju t do the horse 

rs uch thin thoughts apple-ey ) 
y t rday's Tiananmen 

a p wer-lin buzz along my pine my leg 
up and down 

~I D \Y, Jl I 'I • Q 

heart a little heavy 
for the people 

\\ c hike ea .... r acro .. s th v 11 ' t wa rd li st ~ a 1ountain a , far as a 

· ·re1.: lope on the sou th :i I of a gra no-<li rite earl un ' le o ma ·si ' re 

kfr on!) to . m i- ircumna iga te th h c l of. 
E lCh ro ·k \' ctor thro ug h th , res to the height f th : toma 'h 'llld 

">top"> 111 • Lh771 , d a I in m ' tra 'k._ . ._ u 'h singular : urfa , , ar impossil le 

to J\ oid. E >. tumbl , click, ">top an I sca r ", stop and star ' at pink molt n 

un...,et ri\ er of lim '"> tone, sawtooth s 'hist -'mb " Id 'd . But at this rate the 

h1k ·..., .Ill hi LOI) p lei'>to en . 

o an1111,t1...,, no print no '>Cat ( iCYll rra ·I s? Too fa int no b ' sur .) 

o ..,k -1rnrror ·d glacia l ..., \\ imming ho l 'S Lo la . 
<> lrc~h \\~IL ·r 11 ·.llher \ I)' Ir . Th , b ~ s I ua. ButL ' rni s. 

I )01c 111 the ..,un .t l th · houom of ,1 ..., r • · . !o r wa iting for th , otlw 

d ·ath-. in ' hina ' humid night so far away 
ma •b · that' th · ">iJnpl · l ·quati n 

r th · h ·ad at ·r"> 

and n '"' th · ... un d · ·r ·· 
th · fri tion. Th · Ong ·~ 

f m ri •ht hand tra · · 

~t I and f 1uart/. \.1 • -.ink 

hr :J\\:t • 

11 l far :n ·a '. 



MoND Y THE 31 T 

Today we climb the same side of the valley as yesterday. But now we've 
taken a keep-more-to-the-left route to a neck or col between Alberta and 
BC, under Mistaya. Lunch beside a snowpatch lake. 

when deconstruing rock 
hold back the crude and the harsh 
or take "reality" for simple target's sake 
the sun 

a country as large as China 
is only another scheme for hunger and competition 
another centered project tunneling earth 
my father's fingers poked wet into the mud of a rice paddy 
rumours, the same large-spun sky here 
in the thin air and during the long winter 
quartz grows with the sparkle of a bridge 
every stone on this mountain clicks 
some old biotic tumbler locked 
unlocked 

After-lunch draw ine et in under the warmth of the sun; no birds 
ing· not o far away the glacier river roar in the July heat. 

shale shard weep shard shale weep shale weep shard shale weep shale 
weep shard shard weep shale shard weep shale weep weep shhh 

Tho e rock thi morning on the way up appeared full of signs and 
mes age . o I walked around in a meander and kind of grilled each 
triated pot for information, new of the conglomerate earth. 

or 
ee 

ent 

How wonderful to be able to go right for the source. The day feels real 
hard-core. 

The other ' word around me buzz and fall like horseflies . 
Alberta looks bu y from this ide; Jasper/ Banff another of those new 

equation to atisfy hunger. Ice-blue sky-line jet-tracked. 

ent 
re. Pren 

eur. Prende 
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I I ck .11 the \\ d n hand\ fan i e a.- , tu k in th n w: "Wh n 
making ctn a · h,rndk." th r .Ht rn i. o , -asionall 1 t o far off. om wh r 
I ., 

n w p nd £ d by two large drifts vectored off of morraine. 
n real fi h. 
th B ijin hotlin urface a je t track r eminder 
through the high blue air 
th n ink at new of the killings . 
d p like a floating thermo tat. 

d p Uk a di app aring hook. 
baited. 

Tu DA'. t ·c, L· T 1 

I didn 't le p v ry . ell la t night b cau I had tog t up a t r al-fa , t 
help rthi morning-fr tt d about th alarm on my ri t-wat ·h l ing lo u I 
enough and , o no , mid-aft moon sit on a slop ab hat th 
com to all 'c tal gard n " on the ·ool ( ind ) side of ' l gra , 
tir' I and lull d b th ru. h of at rfall a ross th ' tll and a l this 
alle)'\Va that I cl u h r full of ry, tals clangl l and hid lcn f r ars v e 
poke und r littl ro -k I ' clge ·. 

ui 't h re. Light bre z to k p th hor, fli s d wn. 1 g lass across a 

'all ' to a I )p ., for ' t r la '· tra ·k: l ut the ' m It' I ut. P'lll I a ' l 
Lo ..l blurry knoll of purpl y llow r ~ c1 pink and hit on gr .>en v ith songs 
( l Don 't\ :lnt a Si ·klc) I can 't get out of m h 'ad and th r 'r' th, oth rs, 

alter lunch <>pr.l\\ I m th, I c ·nh ·r, Pauline rc '1cling in h 'r flow 'r I ook. 
mall thunder~torm coming around Tnppcr P ., ,1k shou l I for·· us 

dcl\\ n th · I ill, \\ hd ·on thi<> I .,ar ·d-m 'r gopher-s arching mountainside 

I lingL'r , '>l<>PJ L'd , .1n 'L keep m · ''>off th · rocks and surfac ·s surging to 

not so muLh . 11 rl''>t m ' '> ·If 111 ,111 thi'> "oth ·rn ss" a.'> gr· ·dil s ·our th · 
dripping quarl/ for l)''>t..tl j ' \\ '·I" for m laughl ·rs . Something lu ·J , 
..,011wthing old 

Ha nd-h ·Id Pi to ton · 

~ a p · of o ld R ·n a issan ·· bull t hoJe or navel 
\V ith tr'" k '> ' in ul th · id · a typ · o f Ma Jthu ·ian linear func tion 
al ng tl ·ah! . .., fa a turda a ft ·rnoon n a tin · f< r · ·r po ·k d with 
·d g · a o l •oug ·d ·rnb ·<ld ·<l p ·bbl · fro m dlt La nt b ·a h a r a k ·d and 

'" ·a h ·r ti m ap of t · ' Lur ·d tilt prop ·Uo r humm ·d out from omphaUc 
·<lit11 ·n a Li e l ·n ugh tot ·U '>lO ' hJ~ tory a rp •d high nough in 

th · liurn aJ h ·a tin • .,, from B ·ijing and Sh a nghai ·o tha t a geologi t 



imagining fake fish in a fake lake scrapes around the edges for 
shrapnel but me I think in my own mittened photos of the life look out 
of and far away from these threads through the hole to continue the 
prospect beyond impact of landing very hard and fast and past the 
anima button. 

ew moon tonigh t. 

WEDNE DAY 

A wet day. Drizzle started last night after days of heat. The snow-line 
is about 8500 feet thi morning. Very cool all day, off and on rain and sleet, 
some hail. And no re pite tonight so now I sit/ lie in our tent at 9 p.m. still 
light enough to write . I've put on my toque and gloves. No thought. Just 
body. 

A few of us walked up the valley on the other side of Wildcat Creek 
and cro sed many feeder creek and the glacier river at the head of the 
valley. I had to take off my pants and boots once. The water came up to 
ju t above the knees. Memoried on and off all day crossing Toby morraine 
year ago with my brother and Loki and how that crossing, just below the 
crotch, had rejuvenated brui ed ligament . Thi time my feet remain ice all 
day. 

All the e rock . Con tant mirror and pre ence in my eyes. More rocks 
than grain of and in the whole world, I bet someone. Intricate pattern, 
urface keep stopping boot in pitch for eye to zoom. ometimes I stop 

and try tran lating. 

Scale of shale 
jamb stone 

Say that the face-lines travel, 
time on the move. 

When the square is empty 
there is nothing to catch the eye. 

Now this place, this tent 
on the outside of a non-scaled phenomenon. 

We'll see, Fred, he says 
how was that language, to himself, the tree. 

21 



- the hill id . going by ach day. 
ith un ountable br ken anns and 1 gs floating ... ' 

Thls n i a ri of depths; 
fi 1 fold under, you can ee th m. 

By £ r ing them into the c ntr of th quare 
th ind lible cupie th heart until next time. 

The "b in of attraction'' 
th e grain the e fractal editions. 

ight w op very low 
j ta remind r. 

Tii l H'>DA'\' 3 ')9 

Thi. mo rning I , it in th t nt riling a nd tr to pla "' th plL! in thi ' 
phce . Th w rid to d -1 ~ l all ·tag . o thing mov ·. t , t . The re ' Lr ' 

the huge m i: t ha kl cling ing to the m o unta ins, I ut n histo r . Far-off 
upri ing·~ sil nc juM f L . ad now. 

Ima ine a headvall y urrounded by ix glacier . 
r bl ed everywhere one into another. 

F r thr day th un i quite hot. Then for three day it rains and 
the n wline com down to 8500 feet. 
At night now ome creeks disappear. 

wbird fli among the r cks in a ere k. 
n day th wbird folio · ome hiker down the valley to a 

waterfall. 
ar do n th v Uey a chain aw whin . 

The bird ai f r lraggJer , woop from tree to tre 
Raindr p like ry tals parkl as th y fall from the rtr bough 

udd nJ , th· bird di ·app •ar . 
That nl ,ht m · f th r · ks dl-;app ~ar. 

int ·r. 

\ L ,! I I HlJ, I I II \ 

• up tu ll 1 · ul Ii ·L \\ ·en I'd() .in I M 1">L.1 1 but g ·t 
.tu du 111 i ( ol I 1111 l ICJg ) ' " LI> ·!1111 I tli · g.1u1.v Lil· CJ\ .ti () f Ll1 · "> ll11 l ·as ·s . 
lb· <' ·1dt111 1 111 .ii <.;11 \\1· d1 l11 ' t go lu1tlw1 tlwn th · sr ow f'i ·11. 



pend the re t of the day circumnavigating the head of the vall y and 
veral glacial lips up and down and home and that's eight and a half hours 

to a paghetti dinner and the ky lifting to a blu evening. 
ow nearly 9 o'clock and the mosquitoes, after days of rain, are up for 

it. 
Out of the corner of my eye more rocks. And out an ear I hear a few 

bird ing their particular ong, not solitary: the creek rush and gurgle down 
to the valley below. In a corner of my mind is tomorrow' two and half hour. 
hike out to the trailhead and then the long drive home. 

clear stingin' peaks 
rock green moss 

cam pion 
surface 

inked 

same shards here 
within the square 

a "percolation 
network" 

five lines, 
five soldiers a line 

duende stone 
thano-stone 
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PAMELA BANTING---------------

The Undersigned: 

Ethnicity and Signature-Effects in Fred Wah 's Poetry 

When Fred Wah's grandfather landed in Canada from China he, like all 

other Chine e immigrant (with the exception of certain categories of 

Chine e deemed "desirable" by the government of Canada-diplomats, 

touri ts tudent , and 'men of cience") was subject under the Chinese 

Immigration Act to a head tax. The head tax wa a fee ranging in amount 

from ten dollar in 1886 to five hundred dollars in 1904 and afterwards, 

e calating in direct proportion to racist hostilitie on the part of the largely 

Briti h immigrant previously ettled in Canada. Of all the immigrant 

group seeking a new life in Canada, only the Chinese had to pay a head 

tax-a fee for permi ion to ettle here (Chan 10). Chinese head tax 

certificate , uch a the one which would have been i sued to Wah's 

grandfather, contained the following information: th immigrant' name, 

age, point and date of departure , point and date of entry into Canada, and, 

of cour e , the amount of tax paid. At the bottom right of the document was 

the ignature of the Controller of Chinese immigration and a photograph 

of the immigrant. owhere on the certificat was there a space for the 

man's own ignature, and his name which wa filled in by an immigration 

official and not by himself, was automatically and doubly translated-into 

the We tern phonetic alphabet and into th English language. 1 

The "under igned," then , i the ubject whose signature does not in fact 

appear on the document and who e ubjectivity is indicated instead by a 

photograph, a repre entation of his physical body. After all , what the 

Dominion of Canada was intere ted in wa his body and the labour which 

it might extract from it and convert into capital, not to mention the revenue 

rai ed from the head tax itself. The undersigned i the insufficiently signed 

(paradoxically, in thi case, sine the id ogrammic characters of Chine e 

are u ually viewed as constituting an excess of signs when compared to 

the minimali t, phonetic alphabet of the West) . He, the undersigned , is the 

one whos per onal and cultural signs are re pr ssed or erased in order that 

the ign of production (though not reproduction-the Chine e men w re 

not allowed to bring their wives to Canada) may circulate rapidly and 

without interference. As an "ethnic" writer, Fred Wah is engaged in a 

poetics of translation. This emblem of the unnaming/renaming staged at 

the entrance to Canada's "interior" i offered as a device for focu ing 

discussion on the int rlingual, intralingual and inter emiotic tran lation 

83 



na t din\\ ah' writing and a ~ a me, n, of gr unding and cont xtualizing 

th int rpla · b m n thni i an l . ionatur . 

Fr m th v ry b inning of hi p ti -~u r ~ ah ha n ' 'er ritt n 

ut of th u j tpo, iti nthat\\ might all, various! , th " tra litionall ri, 

humani t, art , i n or unita1 , If. Hi, fir t fi b oks- Lard au, 

Uounlain, Tr n , propri ptive2 

to f thi, 

riting mal 
nt l 'ali LO " 

t n sp 

ritin ill n t 

wh 
th 
b 

at d , a Wah rites in Tr e: 

thi a hard language to rk ut 

th imag ke p int rrupting th .. talking 

Lr k p b ing pi tur . of th "ms I 

m word k p m aning pi tur 

of o rd m aning tr e 

a nd it n t a 
to ind m s If in th pi ·tur 

B ' dic..,app ·aring as oral ·v ·nt I ut ' ll th · sarn · Lim ~ p ·rsisting as a rill ·n 

mark ah's po ·tr d • ·on:-.lru ·ts them ·tapl s ic of int ' rnal and · t ·rna l, 

·If and oth r 
Ins., ·ral o f\ ' ..th ' lat ·r hook-, PiUof.!. rc1tmjt·o111 lb<! !JI! •rioro/I . ;., 

Ju }/ '1 \/({ 111 ltl I, 11 r ~(/ I hi II . ,\Iv Vmn , tl'i I h Cl \ iµ,h, Grtl \jJ I b , .\pct rruttJ '. Tai I, 

.in 1 \\ mt111p JUI \c1 katc/Jeu •c111 th · va nahl · ol pb · i'> no lor g ·r c..,uffi 

i ·nt to 1 L·1wr .it · Lit · tl'Xl , ·ogr.tph a Ion · ,1111 ot totall a · ·ounl for 

Ii ·.1nogra1 It ( J l ·rnt \\ .ih LI'> . .., in hi '> 'S'-,d I on th . I rit po ·tr or ~liaron 
·1 h's ·n, "Subj· ti\' · ,ts h1 · Lt\ • 1) Jn l)illup, rcum ji·orn th, Jn/ "n·or (~/ 

11 J lur · a111pl ·, \Vah ·.·plrn ·c.., Lli • d1alogu · h 'Liv\ · ·n J i Lugrapl11 inng · 

111d J I <Jll ·Li \ 1Jrd, < <Jl1lt' tu<.1li11ng l11111 sl: l1 al tit · 111a1g111'> ()( writi g a d 

1 · Ii ·111 · 1 111 tlu l>CJok t'> lml · 11 tcH · tl1 :m tli · c..,ub1 · t <JI th · intran .... iti · 

·rl l< rm· l'l:t< · is Lli • s ·1 • < J( v. 1 lllilg , and tli · " ·If of lit(· r ·~td ·r or 

• I J I ll!Jl tl1. p 'IS!Jll:.tl .... ·II hut 1atl1 ·1 lit ..... ·If , ... 111d1 ·ngag . ., in Lit. 

h I Jg1 .ti I I ul h · fJflJ t· t' o 1 ·u1all/.tll<>11 and urtlt ·r l · t 1alii'.atiCJn.i 

In ti · ICJLJJ I J<' 111 h i111rnv iat ·I (ullo /.J1 toµ, rum1, Wah r ·tur s 



to a literal geography but this geography is the site of absence, the 

abandoned place of his birth. "Home is where the story is," as he says ("To 

Locate' 111), but in OwnersA1anual, Breathin 'MyNamewithaSigh, Grasp 

the Sparrow's Tail, and Waiting/or Saskatchewan, what the story is about 

begins to incorporate both a local habitation (absent) and a name (under 

erasure). 

In these later text , especially Breath in ' My Name with a Sigh, Wah begins 

to play with hi patronymic a a generative device. The sound of his name, 

Wah, become the sound of the breath and the source of a literal in

piration: 

mmrnmmm 
hm 
mmmmmm 
hm 
yuhh Yeh Yeh 
thuh moon 
huhh WU WU 

unh unh nguh 

w~~~~~~~~-h 
w h 

(Breath in ') 

Breath i the mediator between out ide and inside and, in Wah's case at 

lea t, between the world outside, even the air, and identity. The name is 

both the life, the life breath and the means by which one can "send signs 

forward. " The name i the actual ound of breathing, that divided moment 

on the lip of peech. In this ense, the sign is no mor than a sigh. It is the 

in tant prior to entering the linguistic system. 

But the igh i also a sign. Sig(h)n. Or, as Steven Scobie remark , "the 

identification of breath and name is the book's starting point, its original 

i(g)(h)n" (60). The name is a mark. It leave a trace . It is a writing on the 

iterable urface of time: 

your name i my name 

our name is bones 
bone alone names 

left-over slowly 
to send igns forward 

found out needed 
knowing name 
parts family imprint 

left shape all ov r 
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U. \Yithin it 
nam , ign I 
me nam 
a~ our name 
acid d-up kn ~ n 
b om truth 
, id-again thing 
I ft over aft r 
, dimenta1 hard 

mb dd d r k t t II 
(Breath in ') 

Th nam i lik I n r idu I ft o er aft r d ath th int rnal ma I' 

mal. 1 T m s and b n , ar tra that can b re-1d . The t ll a st 1 

in a ari ty f glyph. and ript . 
B th th front o r f Br athin ' ~)' ame u ith a igh and th pc

nultimat p m in th t o k n i t s irnpl of a large , h a. Th_. s h a 

i. th lingui, tic s mbol of th up ·id - 1 n hi h reprc nts an 

ind terminat eel ' llal l or in orn ' phonologi ~d 

y tem~. a ph n m r pr nting th mid- , ' ntral vowel h ·the r str ssc I 

or unstr ·ss d. • obi po int ut that th wor I 'sch a" d ri s frorn th ' 

l Ichr .. ,..,, "schc a ,' an indi tinct \ 'O I ·ound that , Iii all th , vo els in th 

I I ~hr '" languag ~. w·1s not" riUen . "lt i no t a I tt r I ut th , ' tbs ·n · of a 

I ~u ·r" (S ol i 6 ). \J ah has a lopte I th s h a, th , name of hich rh m ·s 

"ilh hi'> n-1m ·, ·1s hb sign, o r p 'rhaps a · a paraph to his signatur " Wh 'n 

\\ ;:,ih ign.., his nam and '>Lamps his p·w1ph in r ·d ink b 'S i I it , as h ' Ii I 

on the ·olophon rag_. of m ·op of 1ra5p the Sparrow 's Tail, th , ·ff· ·t 
1'> '>UrllcLhing lik , that of a hin ·~ i I ·ograph . 

rl1u'> \\.th .'> pla ·ing \),, ith his patron rnic re " ti s the picto id 'O 

phonngnphit f)O\\ r'> h1dd ·n in lh • nam · .c; That is, in ll · first I la ·c, th · 

dl\va h .1 r 1 tograph1 In\\ ing of th· dang ·r..., ·ncountcr · I in turning th · 

n :11n · imo :1 tl11ng Jlhl ...1..., Lh · '>L hwa hord · rs on sil ·n • and al s · n c ·, so 

tli · 11 :1111 ·. ll1L' prof ·1noun , 1h1 ·at ·n..., w h ·Loi 1 ·a Lommon n ou n : " a t ·r/ 

u 11 ·1 [, tJ1 l. ! In a SL' <>11 1.., ·n.., ·, th ·Wah ...,c..Jiwa 1 lcntifi alion.., 1gg ·sts that 

Lil · 11.1111 · I> Hd ·1 s on h Tu1111ng an 1d ·ogralll, p ·rhap '> a n ideogram !o r 

ii ·nt •. '11111 lh , al()ng ll'> pliunog1 ~q hie a i'> , Lli · nam · gallicr'> Lo ih ·If tli · 

1 •glfllllfl' o l all "P 'l'{ Ii Lli. Uy or a l>ab~ (v.~1li) and Lil . 'i0lll1 I of' tli . 

l iJt'. t I r .d1J ul Lo 111 ·ntion Lil· \\,di \A. .tli :.iii of' ,1 ja/.i'. tru1 1p ·t in 

li.n " ·1 k ') 1g n .1Lu1 • ~ <1u likL-. Jn lfreotlnu My mne tuilh a ~ip,h W·tl1 

I ·gu I< , 1 • t ' lit It Ills 11 ~1111 ·.is a pi Lo 1 I ·o pliunograplii' r .,.., ·r oi r and as 

I Ill 1111 • hu11 ·If " 111 th · pi Lllr ·. 

l l 1 f 1tq1 I ·1' plHJ11(Jg1apl11< \\1iti11g is a grnrnmaLCJICJgi ·al .., Lra t ·gy 



which gravitates toward a kind of writing not based on the logocentric 
model, not predicated on the hierarchization of speech over writing, 
toward for example , the writing of China. Unlike the phonetic writing of 
the West, Chinese ideogrammic writing does not reduce the voice to itself. 
Ideograms are not simply notations for specific sounds (though some 
characters do bear phonological instructions); the various Chinese spoken 
language use the same ideograms. As Derrida suggests, ideogrammic 
writing developed out ide of logocentrism (Of Grammatology 90-1). Picto
ideo-phonographic writing, therefore, is a way of imagining "the organized 
cohabitation, within the same graphic code, of figurative, symbolic, 
abstract, and phonetic elements" (Ulmer 6). It attempts to excise the view 
of writing a external to speech and speech as external to thought. In "Fred 
Wah: Poet as Theor(h)et(or)ician" I described how Wah's transcription of 
inner speech his writing down of this blend of speech and writing, 
participate in his general grammatology.6 The tripartite script of his picto
ideo-phonographic writing, which mimes the inscriptions of non-Western 
culture , is another component of his grammatological practice. Wah's 
story, "within which I carry further into the World through blond and blue
eyed progeny father's fathers clan-name Wah from Canton east across the 
bridges ' (Breathin '), is the narrative of the quest for the (name of the) 
father and for a grammatological practice. For him, the name of the father 
is also the name of this other writing. 

However, of cour e , the actual name of the father, like all proper 
name is ultimately untranslatable. A proper name is pure reference, an 
empty signifier, a ignifier which resists translation into any other signifier. 
Wah's name i doubly untranslatable because his name is or was Chinese: 
it Chinese characters have been expropriated by the English alphabet in 
the scene described at the beginning of this paper. Even Wah himself can 
only approach hi name in the language of its expropriation: "wah water/ 
wah water. " 

when I will be water 
was suh 
in the di ranee 
ihh-zuh ihh-zuh 
water 
did you hear me 
water 
water 
otter 
[ahh] 

The ideogrammic name/ ignature which had been phoneticized into 
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En Ji h i. r -id grammatize i a, it is rais i, al ng with it p raph th 

hwa int th b d · f the t xt. \ ithin th t xt, thi.- o 'illation ntinu s 
' 

, th ignatur find~ br ath and i, r -phon ti ized, r ora liz . In its r -

ph n ti iz d form, it l m c ntaminated with meanine> and th r G r 

tran, latabl a it mov fr m pr p r to ommon noun."' Tran lati n ur s 

tran. lation. Tran . lati n h al th ound infli t db th_. riginal tnn,' lation 

rag d at th b rd r b tw n two untri sand hi h onstantl r - ~na t: 

it elf in th qu tidian d tail frh , , rbal 'Ultur l hL t rical ographi al, 

and piritual I m nt of th immigrant Iii . 

Ju ta th nani ofth fth rg n rat th dnft ofB~atbin 'Jvf) am 

with a igh, o u iv image- f the fath r g nent ra ;p the pa,..,., w 's-

Ta ii. Th o illation ithin Brea/bin ' b n id ogram an I ph nognm 

its lf, th r for b nth ob k . In ra ;p tb pm rou ' 

ah r th rut of phoneti iZ' tti n. H, ·ho s ' ' -

t ha thi hina-Japan dia1 produ · d b h nd and pri t l print I in 

japan japan b ing both th lo al out of hi h it is ritt n a. 11 , s a 

ulture ba d on th id gram. With thi. ori ntal s tting, it i. nl 

ppropriat that it i n t th phon ti l tr r f th fath r' nam but rnth 'r 

hi im g , hi ideo hi h inform~ th b ok. Th book op n ith th, 

d di ati n "form Fath rand hi , famil ," foll I b a p m ab ut th 

fath r in hi iamond rill restaurant in anad-1. " ou n r li I ch ·hor" · 

like Id no ' th p m b gin ' , announ ing a diff r n · b t 

n ah pra ti tai hi-th 'h )rS ' and "gra, p th SJ 'UT )W'S 

tail " ar' t o tai hi ~ rm ,_9 h " po m is about th ' ·em 's m ·mori 'S of his 

ath r, h w h walk d and carri d himself, an I it ·I< s , ith th 

rec 11 ·ction "and th n ou di d dan 'ing. " Th 'S' r' ·oll _. ·t "d m ·mori 'S of 

th · fath r ar ·ju ' tapos ·d against r' ·urr nt ··app ·aran '·s ' h a h 's I a I 

fa th ·r durin > th '>On 's trip to hina and japan . 

Crapthe~parrou • \Tai/i..,mod -' 11 ·donth ·formofth ·Ja1 an ·s ·po tic 

l1a0 ur 11/cmikki Th _. lhtingui'>hing nnrks of th · utuJ1ikki- ils I I ·n<l of 

po -'LI) and ro..., ·, its ·01 ·rn ' ith tim ', it'> r •j • ·tion of the n · · ·ssil for 

•ntri ·s LCJ I> · daily , and th ' arti-;tic f -' ·on-;litution or fi lion·tlizatio1 of 

a t 10-ar · all pr . .., ·m in \X ..ii .., r "Lor l of hi'> journ · to his an ·stral 

horn ·Ian I. ·r hL· J ag . ..., on ll1 ·I ·ft li ,m 1..,,c.1 · ar · lat ·d , cl ron()logical journal 

·mr I • print ·d Ill ita.11 s. ·1 Ii . I ag . .., on th . 11glit I r Ii tee.I in hol I fc:1 • t I " 

.11 • 1 c, ·u I Hus • "tr.11b r ·at ions 11 C>J tli • jounul ·ntr i . .., , 1 I ·r · ar · th · fir'>L 

p 111 • I ·rll11 • 

/11/ ..!t-J 

/11 \on fJ lll ' l'/11 t IJ f (1re 11 tp tu ( h1na tout lctlk ()f wu s the wrili11µ, 

111flt! ~ ' f d u ll / IJ1rt/Jdtt1 



Her a daughter's birthday think China book out linked to poetry 
each day something new apparent each word capable of total 
Chinese character baggage really gain sight of word's imprint to 
pose itself as action on the world in the context of the journey 
somewhere get ready for the Canton poem. 

Grasp the Sparrow's Tail is a book about imprints and writing: the imprint 
of father on son, the imprint of language on the world and the world on 
language, and the effects of the filial inscription, the Canton poem, on the 
debt to the father for the gift of the name. 

In this book Wah's double-valued writing, simultaneously ideographic 
and phonetic, reduces names to initials. His travelling companions are his 
wife P and daughters J and E. On the left page, he makes a note to himself 
to "keep the ears open for possibilities," while on the right he reduces the 
name, the proper noun, past the common noun (which is still within the 
phonetic economy) to an initial, a written trace, and instructs himself to 
picture "how to staccato Japanese. " He plays with English syntax in order 
to try to think ideogrammically: "This syntax, have to reverse the English to 
fit, like": 

Tokyo 
windy is 
wind out in the ryokan courtyard 
all night noise in the trees is. 

When he walks around the city with his Sony ude earplugs in "stereo 
surface to skin technology, " he sees pictograms in restaurant windows, 
"plastic food in the windows image for each meal." He watches a painter 
doing calligraphy. 12 Wah has lost the family information his mother gave 
him "so I can 't check out actual connections still here in Canton." In the 
absence of this information, and due to the radical language barrier, for 
Fred Wah China and Japan are "empires of signs." 

Like Roland Barthes's description of the experience of the Occidental 
in the Orient as enveloped in an "auditory film which halts at his ears all 
the alienations of the mother tongue" and reactivates the semiotic and 
libidinal energies of the body (Empire of Signs 9), l3 for Wah too the Orient 
is a carnival of scripts, gestures, names, and the body of the Other. It is in 
these scripts that he "sees" his father. That is, once he is delivered from the 
referentiality of English, his mother tongue, into the scriptural carnival that 
is the text of China, Wah encounters his father everywhere. "One morning 
you were doing tai-chi in a park in Hong Kong." "I saw you riding your 
bicycle in a large crowd of bicycles moving into town from the outskirts ." 
"I caught a glimpse of you through a window in a roadside eatery gesturing 

89 



to . ome me a r s~ fr m y u ~vith .' mr h psti ·I·:." The most I ignant 

:1ghting c.1k , pl e at th BhudJisr cav , n ar 1 at ng: 

I \Ya, ab ut t leav an I on ·1 path al ngside a rall ou l ru , hed 

m Y .. bru h I. I ould , c it as int nti nal and ur s m t 

for an in, cant a you turn d and lan , d v r the h ·1d cf th l ab 

hoy you ~· r carrying. Th ugh ou didn 't a ·111 .bing ur fa c: 

, till talked ro m . 

The r p titi n of th ord ··t ru h I ' h re i riti ·ti. In a i Ire ·, ing his 

fat h r \ h ha tr , , d th t ' hat a 1 a , gi 

' ur walk, or the fla, h in our 

hair hi h m t . rood ut."' ou 

khaki hort and ur bru ·h- ut hort r than usual probabl l ~caus'"' 

of th , tr m h at and humidit . " Th r 'ognition n is ·1 l a s 

pr ipitat d hy th fath r' ignatur brush-cut. Mor 'OV r, , c kn , th 

alligraphi ricing in trum nt L aL a bru h. ' ithin th ont, t of th, 

ah ' fa th r 'bru h ' him, th strok is imu !tan )U , Ir '1 

and an act f riting. Th , m in the act of riting th · 

amon po m rit s th fath r, but the fath ' r ' brush ,·' th son into th 

po " 111 a 11. Th bab I oy that th m·in is carrying ·ould ha cl ·n, is , 

\Vah him elf. ah' d uhl qu st f r his fothcr an I f )fa riling pr:.Kti 'c 

that ill not ali nat, him rom hi · ethni 'i t is ins ril d b this single 

dclih ·rate hru. h. 

Priort>thi clima ti ' c ·nt, th ath rwasthe · mt·ntofth 

u •bctt bctl'e I p,ol goinp, be:id !hi .'fatber' Ii ·t") and th ·son th · rit r, ti • 

tomrolling ag nt of th writing pro ·s . In the folio ing passag ', foth 'r 

an ... on I · om · · 1ual t ~rm both in the cont ·m and in th ·' riting of the 

ro ·m . 

... you sit in thl' ~ annth or lh . ugust morning -;un :rn t ril this 

'()LI hav · llraU 'd ,L hrgl' ' 10\\. I of :him.: '>· ho slop lO aldl thl' 

bnguag · flcm out onLC> th· p ·1p ·1 ) ou look LI[ al th ·111 ant ask 

1l1 ·111inl:11glishif Lill' \ouldtik to\ rit . ..,urn 'lhingon ourpa1 ·r 

hut th ·y s1mpt: smil · and ignore } ou "L'h · ar · llll<:r ''>Ll' I 111 tll · 

ruing .Ill t or111n ·nt to on· .tnutli ·1 .111 I I oi1 t 10 tli · :i ·tual 

Hl 1~1ons } rnr rnak · <Hl tli · p~q ·r tht· all1gr~q Ii of th · fort.:igr 

l u .,.., t uumg .dsu in o th ·ir 1t1111ds ,1s iii ·y 1 '{ ogrn/ · 'i<)lll ·tlung oJ' 

h 'Ill t•h . I 1 . , .. 



the image of the act of writing itself. 

In the ame movement, the inscription of the Canton poem becomes 

"calligraphy. ' The phonetic English alphabet becomes ideogrammic as it 

is actually read over the writers ' shoulders by Chines readers. For the 

Chine e the ' foreign letters" of the phonetic alphabet would not signify 

peech but ilence, a pure graph. Fu11hermore, the doubled writing subject 

that combine father and son and problematizes the pronoun "you" 

deflate phoneticization which cannot function with such a doubled 

ubject. The subject of phoneticization affirm its unitary borders through 

hearing itself speak. 

Thu Wah' writing collapses the distinction between form and 

content. Writing for him ha its own exigencie completely independent 

of the modalitie a sociated with speech: 

.. . I find the writing very relaxing, dialogue set up with mind. Try 

old-fashioned pen nib and ink supplied in room-stop to go to the 

inkwell to get more ink with thought of schooldays memory synapse 

which allows the mind to gather the cloud head of thinking residue 

and push it out, every strand. Tbe writing during the day has no 

form or direction except for Father notes. I've been reading Engle 's 

[sic] edition of Mao 's poems, good with lots of background notes, so 

have that floating around as I look, and look. 

The writing ha "no form or direction ." The act of writing is not a simple 

tran cription of thought but a "dialogue set up with mind. " It is engaged 

with the material prope11ies of paper and "pen nib and ink. " What interest 

Wah about hi own writing act is the ame thing that interests him as he 

watche the Chine e calligrapher at work: "I like the actualization of the 

intent which was not an intent but an inclination a 'tropos ' which got paid 

attention to." In the book which follows Grasp the Sparrow's Tail, this writing 

without form or direction explodes into several different forms. 

In Waiting/or askatchewan the traditional roles of form and content 

are blurred and even rever ed. The father content generates the "threads' 

or "nodes" that make the book a cohesive structure, while the accumula

tion of different forms provides the book's actual content. By working to 

forestall the intru ion of a manipulative narrative line, the diversity of the 

utanikki, the prose poem, and the haibun become pa11 of the compositional 

pre ent that is the poem' content. 
By producing this anti-book book Wah has succ ssfully followed 

through the proce s he set in motion with Breath in ' My ame with a Sigh 

wh n he tran t rred his ignature from the title page to the inside of the 

text. The permeable membrane of his proper name, which allow 

contamination b tween the inside and the outside of the text, between 
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ul l tan ,tuth r. ~lnd l tween · nt nt an I fc rm , ultimat I di ·m::incl ,· 

th · me luni.'>ms f the l o )k .1, ~u ·h . For hirn, in Br"afbin '·ind his sul -

·t.:quent .. ..,ignaturt tc.·t:," fin ling the ' 111 tion.ll "r lief' f " , )ti i kntit)" 

\1' {11t111p, fo r askat ·h u·an 6_) i - al o t( find a r ' lationship to th 

g 'Ogr.1phi .11 n: Ii r of home rnd to the l lack .rnd \\hit rt lief of th'\ ritte n 

"u rC c t f the page. 
In tlP nte. t of the . c proc s, s f ·ontamination an 1 li'll )< i ·al 

e · ·h.in . h '' , . r ~ ah', nam i. n t n ' utraliz d rahs rh I. It r mains 

J picto-ideo-phon raphic r bu · whi h in ii, s min·ning it ,lf thr ugh ut 

th • te t r upent . m < f th l in ·urr I both in it riginal 

tran.·h ti n into Engli. hand in th "paraph-raising" 1
L
1 opcnti nit lf. 'rrida 

d ~. rihe . th n t ga in p s ibl in this r cup nti , tratcg : 

B di.. minating or lo in m own nam , T m.il it mor 'an l m r 

incru ·i ; I up th ho! it , nd as a r 'suit m nam gain: 

mor ground. Th m r I Jo. , th m r I gain b 

prop r name a th _ ommon n un .... Th liss mination )f a 

pr p r nam is in fa ·t a w ·i of . izing th ' languag ',putting it to 

on ', wn us .. , in ta ting its law. (Tl: e Ear of tl e ther - ) 

ah iz . all thr , a, p ts of languag ·

pi togr phi , id graphi ',a n phon ti ·- nd puts th m to us in ti joint 

n.imeoffath rands n(andgrandhlh ' r . Iflangu·1g is th " ' l'm nt ithin 

whi hon~ a ·qulr .. ·a e nse of s If and if, through th · impo ' iti n of anoth ·r 

language, this pro ' s i . blo k cJ Slll h that on" can onl ' ' iS( f r th th 'f 

· nd n )l or on 'S If, th 'nit i through tnnslati< n that this splits ·If is h " tic I. 

r, · Eli 1andel a'iked in "Th · Ethni · o i ·e in ·1na lian ricing," ,oul I 

it I » th ·n that "I " !king anoth •r's tongu, , can not l ) 1rs ,I ,s, that th· 

.., · .. 1r h for th lost .., ·If I 'gins"' h ·n '" ha · l ·An translat I into ,tnoth ·r 

.. rnd will not ·nd until th ~rl'. ha:-. l 'L'n transla tion , transf'ormati< n on · · 

ag.11111" < 2 c). It is in th ·po 'lf) of Fr ·d 'a h that th · mi...,~ing '>ignatur ·of 

uw1 X ah is ins nl e I The und ·r...,ig1 ·d, th ·n, is also th ·on · ' I o signs 

t~/ie1 th · on · "ho, ., ·11 h ·for· hi.., rn h ·r birth , ·nt ·r:-. intu a sludo 

l CJ11l1.1t t 'nit tlw an . ..,tors ''hi h , <lt I ·,J<,l in '>0111 • m ·a:-.u r ·, '> Lil ·rccdvs 

tkll uth ·1 L<H1l r. tll ·111 ·1 ·d i1110 in tli · h .. 1 I laith o f mi...,tran'>l...ttion Th · t ·rm .., 

1Jf tlt:1t sliadcm < cmtr:tt t s ti1 uht ·that.., It·, tll · un I ·rs1g11 · I, will tr:rnslat ·. 

>I n:11 ml \ 1 u h.11 ultv11 d111 tng tt111111 '1,ILIJ>JJ P'"' ·duw.., llH· < l11nl' .., · 

J to 1 opt .tll 1 n ,11 h JI rn1 • l1u111 .1 liM p1fJ\ ult·d I> olft( 1.tl'> ,11t •.., 

J 111 I\! 1 I I' th 111k I 11 d .di ,111d l' ,1ul111 · But I mg fen '.-.ll..1 1111g 

,1h l.1n11h s h1'>l<J1 I <J1 lu1Ll1 ·1snfcJJ111.llHHl .ibouL 



me Chinese head tax see Con et al. and Chan. 
2. In its dictionary definition "proprioception" refers to the stimuli produced and 

perceived wirhin an organism. American poet Charles Olson imported the idea of 
proprioception, as he defined it, " ENSIBIUTY WITH! . THE ORG ISM BY MOVEME T OF IT OWN TISSUES, " 

into his poetics of objectism or projective ver e. Although Olson begins from the 
physiological notion, he uses mis word to displace the humanist " 'subject' and his oul" 
from its dominion over all the rest of nature and to advocate a poetics that will contribute 
to such an ontologic and epistemic shift. Fred Wah did graduate work with Olson in Buffalo 
in me early 1960s and has incorporated aspects of Olson's poetics into his own poetry. 

3. I borrow the term "reoralization and further textualization" from George Quasha's 
e ay. 

4. Equally me external made internal. In me case of the translated or mistranslated 
name, me external sign i repressed, internalized, concealed somewhere in the cavities of 
me body. 

5. Picro-ideo-phonographic writing is a double- or triple-valued writing, simultane
ou ly graphic and rhetorical , non-verbal and verbal, which restores speech to a more 
balanced relation wim such nonphonetic elements as the pictograph and the ideograph. 
This writing practice mime the picto-ideo-phonographic inscriptions of non-Western 
cultures in order to subvert the metaphysics of logocentrism. See Jacques Derrida, Of 
Grammatology 87-93. 

6. Open Letter 6th ser. 7 (1987): 5-20. 
7. ome of the phonetic a sociations of Wah 's name are translinguistic: the cry of a 

baby, the sound of me bream. 
8. Here I am borrowing Joseph Pivato's list of several form of translation mat, in his 

words, connect diver e linguistic environments (63). Pivato shares my contention mat me 
erhnic writer is always translating, although, wim the exception of the passage just 
mentioned, in his article he focusses exclusively upon interlingual translation while I 
include interlingual , intralingual, and intersemiotic translation. 

9. Fred Wah does "the horse"; he practices me Oriental forms of tai chi. His grandfather 
gambled and played the horses, winning enough money to return to China from Canada 
in 1897, fathering one child and adopting another before coming back to Canada to remain 
permanently in 1906. His substantial winnings from gambling earned him the (English) 
nickname "Lucky Jim." 

10. ee Ann Munton (especially 97-8) . 
11 . Wah uses the term "transcreation" to describe the process of composition for 

Pictograms from the Interior of B.C. ee "Transcreation," the interview wim Fred Wah, 
Pauline Burling, and bp ichol. 

12. Thi ideogrammic writing is composed as a hand-eye relation rather than a voice-
ear relation. ee Chiang Yee, 13-4. 

13. In "Without Words" Barthes writes: 
The murmuring mass of an unknown language constitutes a delicious 

protection, envelops the foreigner ... in an auditory film which halts at his ears 
all the alienations of the mother tongue .... The unknown language, of which 
I nonethele s grasp the respiration, the emotive aeration, in a word the pure 
significance, forms around me , as I move, a faint vertigo, sweeping me into 
its artificial emptiness, which is consummated only for me: I live in the 
interstice, delivered from any fulfilled meaning . .. 

ow it happens that in this country Qapan) the empire of signifier i 
so immen e , o in excess of speech, that the exchange of signs remains of 
a fa cinating richne , mobility, and subtlety, despite the opacity of the 
language, sometime even a a consequence of that opacity .. .. It is not the 
voice .. . which communicates .. . , but the whole body ... which sustains with 
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