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FRED WAH 

Speak My Language: Racing the Lyric Poetic 

ut of the lyri com that en e of limit and boundary ( n lo ur ) 

Word worth pas ed a tran itory, oleridge wa n t ur . Th 

ubjected boundary eem to be voice, ' right" voice, a c 

lowe t-common-denominator voice. Racing that subje t d 1t f 

voice mean to u e it or rough it up. 
Thi plit option, political for ure, materialized through ut my 

writing life, came up trong for me in an early 80 pan l on 

"Writing in Revolution" with Margar t Randall, fr h from Nie r -

gua with collection of andani ta women' t n t ld traight 

the people would understand, and Ni ole Br rd, fr h fr m 

Quebecoi le bian-fi mini t war with the p t rf: mili lingui ti -

Randall aying th r volution will u ce d n th mm n t ngu 

of the people and Br ard aying th r will b n r v luri n until 

that (male-bas d) comm n tongue i tr ubl d int h ng . in c 

then the range f political po ibiliry in p ti l ngu g h pr try 

much dwelled b tween tho rw p l . I know whi h n I pt fi r 

but I'm alway a littl b th r d by th ra e writ r wh g fi r th 

other, that e mingly lid lyri ubj r gr und I n'c tru t. I n't 

tru t it ince, fi r my g n r ti n, r ing th lyri 
again tit; r ing it in rd r r ubvert th , r tri ti n 

ing nd entr 1izing e th •ti . Yet, I'm int re t ,din how th · lour­

ing f che n g ti ti ns, with wh· tever thread f the inh ·rit ·d lyri , 

ha on equ n e r · o i lly in orm ·d p ti (not p liti f 

identity bur a praxi in I ngu gc). M ny o y ung ·r g ·n ·r ti n of 

writer · h vc had, it ·c , a not emir ·ly mfi rt bl · h i c. The 

pol riz uon of pocti of 1 ·sisv n c nd p ·ti m d tion 

char I have been iliar wich, 1rn 't d ·line ti rily ttr -

ti ', it ecn s, ors me y ungc1 writer . i I nd ultur I produ -

cion h· , in r · ent y · rs, ppropriatcd th· 1gur · th · r i lizcd 

wrner a an casure om tnm ·m n<l oner 1. Thu, th· pr xi f 
· I •1 i po ·ti within th e p lari1 tio1 I' usw ·d c h be t 
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somewhat reconfigured as "cultural" practice has been discour ed 

into notions of production and con umption. 

For example, Evelyn Lau, an outspoken opponent of politiciz­

ing race, has been fashioned as a "runaway" adolescent (ironically 

running from an "old world" Asian family into the arms of a new­

world "multicultural" family), erotic and rebellious C hinese­

Canadian. Even though the writing of Lau's that Walter Lew 

selected for his anthology of Asian-North American writing, 

Premonitions, uses the prose-poem stanzagraph (which is why I sus­

pect he chose these pieces over other, more formally standardized 

poems), there is little of the advantage of syntactic disruption and 

unpredictability that the genre offers. Rather, we are firmly encoded 

in our reading into the unquestioned substance of a lyric subject 

paradoxically talking about "breaking through" but contained in a 

language that guarantees the walls of a familiar prose syntax (in this 

case the paragraph) will hold. 

Hurt me, I say. The room washes somewhere between dark­

ness and light, on the verge of breaking through. I want to 

break through, live on the side of light, the gathering voices, 

father, mother, home. As your fingers wring out oxygen I 

think I hear the voices calling, the walls bang together as if 

in a storm and the dark closes in. (in Lew 138) 

Lau s use of such a recognizable specular "voice" is certainly not 

unique. She does, according to the dust-jackets of her books, peak 

with some rage against social hypocrisy. Yet the degree to which 

such rage becomes totalized by the codes it is written in can be 

witnessed in the production and use of her "Asian" voice (for exam­

ple by the Globe and Mail) then, to diffuse and divide the race 

debate. That is, the subsumed lyric 'T ' continue , in Lau' case, to 

function, as it's supposed to, within a symbolic that demand ub-

Jecuon. 
Such an assumed and inherited lyric poetic i practi ed b other 

writers in Lew's anthology, but thi is also a collection that eeks 

consciously to drive a wedge into lyric monism. Lew peaks of 

"diversity" in his editorial comment .1 In another pro e poem one 

that by chance resonates with the content of Lau piece, Brian Kim 
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what extent Lau' s and Brand's use of the mimetic is mischievous 

perhaps needs to be scrutinized. 

A more interesting and obviously self-conscious location of mis­

chief and the lyric is Theresa Hak Kyung Cha' s Dictee. Again, Walter 

Lew has been instrumental in foregrounding this important text in 

both the anthology Premonitions and his own critical collage, Dikte. 
Cha' s Dictee is a panoramic biotext of nation, race, and identity that 

explores a wide range of compositional possibilities as a way of con­

fronting precisely who or what dves speak from behind History's 

and Language's constructions. This book quite clearly takes on the 

containment of inherited form and knowledge through a mimetic 

portrayal of, as Taussig colours it, The Golden Bough. Cha organizes 

her text through a contestatory use of the classical western muses. 

All the muses are there except, as Shelley Wong points out in her 

very perceptive essay on Dictee, Euterpe, the muse of Music. Cha 

substitutes a muse she names "Elitere," the muse of Lyric Poetry. 

Wong's argument is that Cha does this as a means to critique the 

place of epic: 

From the profane ground of the personal writing self, Cha 

proceeds to call down that which is deemed sacred and 

sacrosanct; the patriarachal cast of the Western epic tradi­

tion; the religious colonization of Korea; the male-centered 

narrative of Korean nationalism; monumentalist his­

toriography ... .In using the lyric moment to critique the epic, 

Cha is not, however, looking to install the lyric as the preemi­

nent mode of an oppositional poetics. To the contrary, 

Dictee's insistence on multiple subjectivities would seem to 

contradict any effort to enshrine a mode of literary produc­

tion traditionally premised on a single, unified, autonomous 

consciousness or identity-that of the lyric "I." (117) 

Thus in a section of a book camouflaged as "lyric poetry," we are 

hard put to find a pronoun. A few "you's" and "vu's" (French is 

used as a punctum in several ways in the book) but no transparent 

voiceness speaking its curtain of control over the language of the 

poem. Instead, Cha weaves rhythmically through the resonance of 
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One of the most inventive and playful writers I know of in the 
prose poem is Jam Ismail. Jam's a mix-Chinese, Muslim, Indian, 
somewhat of a Pound scholar, half the year in Vancouver, half in 
Hong Kong, and so forth. One of her singular self-publications is 
from the Diction Air, a fascinating lyric and narrative text playing on 
dictionary entries that she qualifies, in her afterword, with some 
similar sense to Cha' s confrontat;on with the cultural bosses: 

i like to sweep the flat before i settle down to work. the lines 
of a page of dictionary often remind me of the lines of dust 
that never get into the pan, they stay on the floor. there are 
times i feel small dense print (especially the 13 volume ox­

ford dictionary) as an arrangement of dust. 

She is, of course, dexterous in that use of the shifted autobiographi­
cal pronoun to the third person and, in a piece titled ''from kid 
inglish," featured in a recent issue of West Coast Line on Hong Kong 
art and writing, further uses the prose poem's penchant for self­

parody to rif on the diasporic nature of identity: 

: "didi" meant big sister (bengali), little brother (cantonese), 
DDT ( english). to begin with, inglish had been at home, 
with cantonese & hindustani. one of the indian languages, 
the kid felt in bombay. which british hongkong tried to 
colonize. descended on all sides from the Idiosyncracy, the 
kid disdained grammar class, refused to parse, opted to be 

remote parsee. 

: at school wrote her first poem, DAMON NOMAD (damon 
nomad). & what mean while was writing her, what nom de 

womb? reverb with '47 (indian, pakistan), '48 (koreas), '49 

(chinas, germainies), '54 (vietnams). 

: "hey," he bellowed, pants down in quebec, "bring in some 
english mags, i can't shit in french!" claude nearly kicked 
him in the anglo. macaulay's minute & roosevelt's second 
unearthed in canadian library digs. chattel feared english 

had him in its grip. spooken for, pun-ish. ( 46) 
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you've had my thrills 

a reefer a tub of gin 

don't mess with me I'm evil 

I'm in your sin (I) 

The poem shadow-boxes both the lyric "I" and what it's dressed in, 

unrelenting in its confrontation with form and expectation, with 

the seemingly absolute presence of" a" poem: 

handful of gimme 

myself when I am real 

how would you know 

if you've never tasted (3) 

just as I am I come 

knee bent and body bowed 

this here's sorrow's home 

my body's song (80) 

proceed with abandon 

finding yourself where you are 

and who you're playing for 

what stray companion (80) 

Parody, indeterminate logic, extreme playfulness-features that have 

come to be associated with the prose-poem-are here reshuffled 

back into the lined poem with incisive effect. 

Yet some race writers work in the realization that the lyric po­

etic is as negotiable as the social. We might consider, for example, 

Mullen's acute attention to the social in all of her writing (the streets, 

the supermarkets, the homeless) as a conscious insertion of class and 

community into disjunctive poetics in order to wring from it a truer 

political vantage. Roy Miki's poem "history is we," written in the 

midst of his activism during the Japanese-Canadian redress negotia­

tions, demonstrates the hesitant and "fear of trust" handshake with 

the culturally inherited "i" of the lyric, the forced complicity with 

the vocabulary: 

79 



fi ar f tru r 

th t ngu lid 

r th dial 

tatlon f th w 

m m rabilia t tu k awa 

wher th lin g t drawn 

ingl purpo ? 

the whirlwind tour 

the horizon looks 

clear up here-

diffidenc in the doorway 

yllabl s in th drainage 

fin night t be 

randing in r in mi t 

er wd 

willing 

in ranr 

n y ng tr t 

ver llul id 

wh t 

am I aying 

r. 

gn111 n 

th<..' tal rurns on 

grou in l1 i<l Ll'll 

t li russ of I ur ·n 

i Ii ·.m.1 iid 

80 



we Is I 

in the vocab 

we IS one 

excuse me 
., . 
Im patient 

the sky again 

(blue) sky 

& the inching 

back home 

(84-85) 

This "inching" homeward through the artefacts of democracy, 

tongue sliding over the "diffident. .. syllables ... [and] vocab" struc­

tured around an historically constituted "we," the "i" must be 

"patient" and bearing, aware of "where the line gets drawn." But can 

Miki's "re/cognition," even under a blue sky, become the "ignition" 

such a conscious poetic seeks to enact? 

In Colour. An Issue we published a very quick and pushy prose­

poem by Meris writer Marilyn Dumont. As an editor, I was encour­

aged by what appeared to be an unusual exploratory compositional 

stance. Many of the native writers and writers of colour I've been 

reading seem caught and contained, like Lau, in the more accessible 

conventions of the lyric. When Dumont's first book, A Really Good 

Brown Girl, came out, however, I was a little disappointed at even 

the moderate room given to the confessional or representational. 

Poems with lines like 

'When I was five 

the yard I played in 

had a sky this colour,' I say 'what colour?' he says. (31) 

seem to undercut the stylistic advantages Dumont is capable of in, 

say, a poem like "Leather and N aughahyde": 
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locate an "ordering intervention" (Clark 25) within a poetic that is 
intrinsically informative. That is, a racialized lyric, caught in the 
hinges of inherited poetic forms, might adopt an ambiguous regard 
to both lyric interference and lyric convention in order to recuper­
ate, even, the agency of linguistic choice. 

The question that seems to be surfacing here is whether the 
lyrically constituted speaking and spoken subject that is trouble­
some for some racialized writers is at all similar to the trouble it is 
for, say, Ron Silliman or Daphne Marlatt. Just as political? Do we 
need to examine, in this context, Hiromi Goto' s observation that 
"choice is a position of privilege" (220)? What censorships are con­
structed in the "turbulences of an omnivorous fiction"? 

Roy Kiyooka writes: 

BELITTLED BY THE TURBULENCES OF AN OM­
NNOROUS FICTION-
the harassed 'lyric' faulters in a world of genetic-engineering 
and multi-national take-overs. an unremittingly, desacralized, 
human/bio/sphere trembles within its transparent skin. 
australian aborigine painter/shaman those with x-ray vision 
will tell you that all living creatures have that kind of see­
through-skin and that's why they' re depicted with their 
entrails hanging out. long before i said a single intelligible 
thing that could be quoted a lullabye cradled a delinquent fear 
sequestered in the coil of my pillowed ear.-i couldn't 
imagine 'anybody' in the world but mother and i. some of us 
move from place to place in search of that person with whom 
we can re-enact that first intimacy and as often as not never 
find her equivalent. others more fortunate never seem to have 
misplaced that initial covenant.-if i cup my ear i can almost 
hear my grandson murmuring at his mother's breast. she is 
singing him to sleep with a lullabye she enbibed with her own 
mother's milk: language begins with a suckling child. the first 
time i really hollered my lungs out-i wanted 'her' and 
'anybody' else within earshot to know, how utterly bereft i felt 
penned-up in my crib without a tit to suck. now that i know 
how her bitten-words came to crease my own vernacular ... 
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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS 

On the long weekend of October 11-14, 1996, a group of some 25 

writers got together for "Sitelines," an informal colloquium spon­

sored by West Coast Line. The event, loosely organized around the 

theme, "writing as a social practice," was facilitated by Erin Moure, 

Ashok Mathur, and Fred Wah. It was designed as a "retreat" that 

would provide the locality and time for writers to reflect critically 

on their writing concerns and to share in direct personal ways the 

current questions informing their work. Our evolving talks covered 

a spectrum of issues, among them the social and political conse­

quences of formal innovation, the place of critical work outside the 

academy, strategies for resisting oppressive cultural histories, and 

the uses (and the abuses) of subject formations. For our journal, this 

occasion functioned as a means of receiving feedback on our publi­

cations and suggestions for future directions. Just before we parted, 

we agreed to send-one year later-some work that had spun off 

"Sitelines." This issue offers our readers a version of what we re­

ceived. 

• 

MAR.IE .ANNHARTE BAKER is the author of two books of poems, Being 

on the Moon (Polestar) and Columbus Coyote Cafe (Moonprint) and 

currently an instructor at Langara College in Vancouver ... ]ODEY 

CASTRICANO recently completed her PhD at UBC and is working on 

a book-length poetry manuscript, "House of Sorrows" ... SusAN 

CLARK lives in Vancouver where she edits Raddle Moon and co-edits 

Giantess. Her recent book is Believing in the World: A Reference Work 

(Tsunami). Her work in this issue comes from a work-in-process, 

"Bad Infinity" ... HEATHER FITZGERALD is managing editor of.filling 

Station magazine in Calgary ... Peter Hudson guest-edited North: 

New African Canadian Writing, a special issue of West Coast Line 

(Spring 1997). He has just moved to Toronto to work on the edito­

rial board of Mix ... KARLYN KoH is completing her PhD at SFU. 

An earlier version of "Yours Truly" was written for the forthcoming 

catalogue of "(Be)longing," a group show held at Gallerie Optica, 

Montreal, Spring 1997 ... Calgary-based writer AsHOK MATHUR is 

on the editorial collective of Absinthe magazine and co-editor of 
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di riencati n hapbo ks. Hi ontributi n i e c rpt d fr m hi 

forth oming n el, Once Upon an Elephant ( r nal Pulp). Hi w rk, 

reative and ritical fo u e on i ue f ra th ory and lit rarure 

... Phot graph r l<ARF M E, who pr vid d the ver tmag t a 

rud nt ac FU. Thi i h r fir t publi ati n . . . RI Ml RF liv 

and works in M ncreal. he r endy publi h d earch Procedures 

(Anan i 19 6) and ha ju c ompleced A Frame of the Book r The 

Frame of a Book co appear (with lu k) in I 999 ... The t c by 

Vancouver-ha ed poec MARK N KADA ar caken from a manu ripe 

in proce , "Dreaming kinawa" . . . o IA MFF' p m ar pare · f 

a work in proce s, "Foraged Letter ." h i n w tr v lling in India 

... JuuA TEELE has publi hed work in a numb r f j urnal . h · 

currencly ojourn in Nel n B ... )ACQ fl INE T RNFR i a fi und­

ing member of.filling tation magazine in lgary and ha publi hcd 

a chapbook (pArts of a wHole) ... Th e ay by J It I 01 Rl\.SI N, ~JUD 

WAH, and ROY MIKI wer pr enc d c thcr n a " ,.tnadian 

Multiculcurali m" panel at ch ro - ultural I octi · onft.:rcn c, 

Univer icy of Minne ca, ctob r 1 , 19 7. D1 Rl\.'>1· i c mplcting 

hi PhD ac the niv r icy f alg ry. His mo L nx ·nt book f 

poem i Dwell (T I nb k ); he al o c<litcJ. "l i.,gu t and 

verdeterminari n: a P cri I uc" (Open Letter, winter 1998) ... 

WAH
1 laLe t b ok i Diamond Grill (NcWc c). He tcachc., ar the 

n ivcrsicy f al ary. 
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