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The world is in a time of tur-
moil and many people are 
looking inward for peace and 
comfort. Reading poetry, dur-
ing National Poetry Month 
and beyond, can satisfy the 
desire to travel outside of liv-
ing rooms as well as discover 
some inner peace in an uncer-
tain time. 

Sonja Grgar and Jeff Derksen are 
poets who can help take people’s 
minds off of crisis, and focus on 
the beauty of literature and the 

This is a multicultural and 
multi-ethnic haven where 

people from everywhere in-
tertwine in a safe and peace-
ful manner. Walking the 
streets, it is possible to hear 
languages coming from every 
country imaginable. 

Before coming to Vancou-
ver, I lived in Philadelphia, an 
ethnically and linguistically 
homogeneous region of the 
United States. Intermingling 
between cultures was not 
very common and most peo-
ple stayed within their own 
groups. There was a lack of 
curiosity about other cultures 
that seemed almost chronic. I, 
on the other hand, came from 
a very multicultural and di-
verse family. My father is Al-
gerian but grew up in France 
and my mother is from New 
Jersey. As a result, it was com-
mon to have three to four dif-
ferent languages being spo-
ken at family dinners. I would 
turn to my mother and speak 
in English, speak to my father 
in French, while my grandpar-
ents would be conversing in 
Kabyle or Arabic. 

Until I came to Vancouver, 
I didn’t expect to find a place 
where I felt like I belonged. I 
didn’t know much about it be-
fore coming here, but Vancou-
ver welcomed me with open 
arms and a warm smile. Once 
I arrived at UBC, I was pleas-
antly surprised to be sur-
rounded by people that came 
from everywhere in the world 
and spoke many different 
languages. I was looking for 
my people and I found them 
in Vancouver. I currently live 
with five of my closest friends 
and between all of us, we rep-
resent nine different coun-
tries and speak six different 
languages. Together, we have 
created a diverse and wonder-
ful home full of friendship. 

Now, what do you do when 
you have tons of friends that 
speak languages you have 

feelings it evokes within readers 
all over the world. 

The beginnings of a poet

Born in New Westminster, Derk-
sen is the author of several po-
etry collections, including The 
Vestiges (2014), Transnational 
Muscle Cars (2003), Dwell (1994), 
and Down Time (1990). He is the 
recipient of the 1991 Dorothy 
Livesay Poetry award, a found-
ing member of the Kootenay 
School of Writing and a former 
professor of English at Simon 
Fraser University (SFU). His re-
search and teaching revolves 

around the vital issues of cul-
ture, space, politics, and contem-
porary poetics and art. 

me,” he says, “People and the ex-
perience of that community made 
me want to get into the writing 

Poetry as balm during a pandemic

Finding a 
multilingual home 

“ In this unprecedented time, it will take 
poetry that ...speaks to another way of 
being together to really bring us together.
Jeff Derksen, poet

As is the case for many writers, 
poetry was Derksen’s gateway 
to a life and love of writing. 

“Poetry was a vehicle that led to 
people who became a world for 

life, and later into the world of 
artist-run centres as well.”

Grgar also used poetry as a vehi-
cle while growing up in former Yu-
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mar rules. Whether it’s a ques-
tion or a statement, the speaker 
would begin by stating the sub-
ject, then the predicate, and then 
clauses or an object. In Chinese, 
verb tenses don’t change but rely 
on time clauses to indicate when 
something happened. Another 
feature of Chinese is how pro-
nouns, whether singular or plu-
ral, don’t affect verbs. 

Are dialects simply  
different accents?

 Fei points out that dialects are 
different vernacular versions 
of the Chinese language. The 
term has different connota-
tions as well. In a political sense, 
Mandarin, often referred to as 

“Standard Chinese”, is the only 
official language; anything else 
is called a dialect. From a lin-
guistics point of view, dialects 
differ from languages in that 
they don’t have a comprehen-
sive writing system. On paper, 
all dialects look the same, us-
ing one of two different ways of 
writing (traditional characters 
and simplified characters). In 
China, dialects can be very dif-
ferent, and they might not be 
mutually intelligible, but all are 
called Chinese languages, none-
theless. 

History also plays a role in the 
development of dialects. South-
ern China was historically frac-
tured into small, independent 
kingdoms, and some of the dia-
lects spoken there today have 
different language structures 
and even different vocabularies. 

“Someone from Dongbei, Lia-
oning provinces, or even Beijing, 
cannot necessarily understand a 

Shanghai dialect or a Cantonese 
dialect,” says Fei.

Spoken Chinese  
and written Chinese 

In Mandarin, tone is the variation 
of pitch in one’s voice. Most Chi-
nese words are a single syllable, 
which doesn’t allow for enough 
words. With so many things that 
need to be said and so few sounds 
to say them, variation of pitch is 
used to convey different things. 
Four standard pitches are used: 
high flat, rising, down and up, 
and falling. One wrong pitch will 
completely change the meaning 
of the intended word or phrase.

“When you hear Chinese peo-
ple talk, it’s loud and almost-
singing. English intonation is 
calm, in Chinese, it’s up and 
down,” notes Fei.

One of the unique beauties of 
the Chinese language is the writ-
ing system. In English, one can 
often spell a word based on how 
it sounds. In contrast, Chinese 
characters are like logos, having 
a connection to the meaning of 
the word instead of its pronunci-
ation. For instance, the word for 
moon is a drawing of a crescent 
(月) and a mountain is a drawing 
of three hills (山). 

“Once you understand the logic 
behind the writing system, it’s 
easier to learn,” reassures Fei.

 The culture behind the Chi-
nese language is incredibly deep 
and the history that comes at-
tached is fascinating and lengthy. 
As Fei points out, learning a new 
language, especially a non-Euro-
pean one, always opens doors to 
different cultures, different val-
ues, and new points of view. 

Cultural SpotlightCultural Spotlight

by Harry Jing 

A celebration of the Chinese language 
The United Nations celebrates 
one of its six official languag-
es, Chinese, on April 20th. Chi-
nese Language Day marks the 
contribution of the Chinese 
language and culture to world 
culture. 

Jia Fei, PhD, a senior lecturer 
teaching Chinese language and 
culture at Simon Fraser Uni-
versity (SFU) feels that the Chi-
nese language is special and she 
hopes more people try to taste 
it. “Don’t be intimidated by oth-
ers saying how hard it is to learn, 
try a little bit and it’ll be a very 
unique experience,” she says.

What is Chinese? 

Over 3000 years ago, early Chi-
nese writing appeared in the 
form of curved markings on 
oracle bones (usually turtle 
shells). Fei explains that writ-
ten language varied in different 
regions of ancient China, only 
unifying during the Qin dynas-
ty in 221 BCE. As China evolved 
through different dynasties so 
did the language. 

“Before Mandarin, Chinese had 
a writing system that was dif-
ferent from how it’s spoken,” she 
says. “People spoke a colloquial 
language, but writing was very 
classical, almost like Latin.” 

Today, the most popular dia-
lect and the official language of 
China is Mandarin, a Western 
word derived from the Portu-
guese for “minister” or coun-
sellor”, i.e. the officials with 
whom missionaries and traders 
interacted during the Ming and 
Qing dynasties. The term re-
flected the Chinese phrase Gua-
nhua, “language of the officials.” 
Mandarin pronunciation and 
vocabulary are based on a dia-
lect from the northern regions 
of China, especially the Beijing 
dialect. However, its grammar 
was taken from modern Chinese 
literature written in the early 
20th century. Over 20 years ago, 
Cantonese, a very different form 
of Chinese originating in South-
ern China, was mainly spoken 
overseas, as was the case in Van-
couver. Nowadays, Mandarin is 
slowly overtaking Cantonese 
due to the emigration of Manda-
rin-speaking people. 

The basics of Chinese

“Chinese is a very unique lan-
guage and certainly very differ-
ent from English,” Fei explains. 
Chinese is what’s known as a 
meaning-cohesive language 
that doesn’t have strict gram-
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Oracle bone from the reign of King Wu Ding (late Shang dynasty).
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Facing a pandemic in  
a community that hasn’t 
always been home

As nearly everybody in the 
country adjusts to social dis-
tancing, and isolation contin-
ues to interfere with careers, 
relationships and spiritual 
communities, newer Canadi-
ans and non-citizens face an 
extra layer of challenges. 

In response to the COVID-19 out-
break, those arriving in Canada 
are under mandatory 14-day 
quarantine, private gatherings 
are under heavy restrictions, 

by Dan WaltOn despite being eight time zones 
behind, he is able to reminisce 
with his old community by con-
necting to a church in Africa 
from his bedroom.

“Lagos is the Toronto of Nige-
ria – crazy busy,” he explains. 
“Everything in Nigeria is larger 
than life. You would see people 
dancing till their clothes are 
almost falling off, sweating, all 
overjoyed. It was loud, it was 
like a mini concert but dedicat-
ed to God.”

Due to the virus, Aboaba was 
laid off from his full-time sales 
job in March. He has applied for 
employment insurance and is 
managing a tight budget in the 
meantime. Since being stuck 
at home in isolation, he passes 
the time at home by reading 
or watching movies, going for 
runs, and driving to stretch and 
get fresh air. “It helps balance 
things out so I’m not staring at 
grey walls all day,” he says.

Aboaba tries to stay informed 
about the virus, but to ease his 
anxiety over the situation he 
limits the amount of news he 
consumes. And although he is 
ready for things to go back to 
normal, he is focused on build-
ing and strengthening connec-
tions as much as possible from 
home – locally and internation-
ally. 

and borders have been closed to 
non-essential travel. However, 
many exemptions exist.

“’Essential’ is a vague and 
arbitrary term,” notes Seth 
Abrutyn, associate professor of 
sociology at the University of 
British Columbia (UBC). “When 
Canada initially closed the bor-
der to the United States, excep-
tions and exclusions were made, 
with more exceptions for family 
and essential travel.”

Among the exceptions are 
temporary foreign workers. 
Abrutyn suspects representa-
tives for the agricultural indus-
try may have lobbied in hopes 
of this outcome. “The industry 
itself collapsing would be a huge 
economic dent,” he says.

Workers vulnerable  
to health challenges

Other industries are also at risk. 
“Those working in the service 
industry, doing domestic labour, 
working as nannies and house-
keepers – folks like that often 
tend to be immigrants who come 
from more impoverished back-
grounds,” explains Abrutyn.

In many cases, foreign work-
ers can be at greater risk of con-
tracting the virus, as they are 
often required to travel to many 
different job sites and housed in 
densely populated areas. 

While such workers may face 
a greater risk of exposure to 
the virus at their workplaces, 
employment opportunities of 
any kind have become scarce. 
Layoffs due to the virus have 
caused a considerable portion 
of job opportunities to dry up, 
with over one million Canadians 
applying for employment insur-
ance last month. 

Abrutyn’s career has been 
largely focused on mental health 
and suicide prevention. While it 
may be too early to identify the 
effects mass isolation is having 
on any population, he suspects 
the circumstances will be chal-
lenging for those already expe-
riencing feelings of loneliness 
and hopelessness. “This is not 
gonna be good, it’s likely to ex-
acerbate underlying feelings.”

After just a few weeks into 
isolation, Abrutyn doesn’t see 
the virus resulting in many ex-
tra suicides. However, he pre-
dicts that “in a month or two, 
people who are already strug-
gling may be more prone to con-
sidering it.”

Finding community  
in isolation

While measures implemented to 
slow the spread of the virus are 
forcing friends and neighbours 
to remain physically apart, iso-

lation has caused many people 
to connect with their commu-
nity in new ways. 

Abrutyn’s family lives in a 
home with four units, and while 
the neighbours all knew each 
other before the outbreak, they 
now text each other more often 
and help where they can. 

With several major religious 
holidays approaching in April, 
many spiritual traditions will 
probably not take place at plac-
es of worship. Jewish people be-
gin Passover on April 8, Chris-
tians celebrate Easter on April 
12, and Muslims observe the 
start of Ramadan on April 23.

“A significant number of syn-
agogues and churches are of-
fering more online services and 
pastoral care,” Abrutyn says. 
“People will have to be separat-
ed, and it’ll be what it is. But it 
will make for some memorable 
stories because it’s going to cre-
ate some unique experiences.”

Coping as an ethnic Canadian

For Tona Aboaba, a 32-year-old 
Nigerian immigrant who moved 
to Canada in 2010, the recent 
popularity of online pastoral 
services has allowed him to re-
connect with his former church 
community in the city of Lagos. 
Since he can no longer attend lo-
cal services in Vancouver, and 

Visit The Source online
Visit us online at www.thelasource.com
Twitter/Facebook: @thelasource

 Seth Abrutyn, associate professor  
of sociology at UBC.

Tona Aboaba is managing on a small budget after being laid-off.
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The glory of the 
Eternal City – Rome

Postcard

Kristy is having the best pizza  
in Naples. 

Rome is known to many 
as the Eternal City. It has 

lasted for centuries and con-
tinues to stand tall even today. 
Over the holidays in December/
January, I went on a mini-Euro 
adventure that included Bar-
celona, Paris and finally ended 
my trip in Rome. Barcelona was 
full of lively people, and Paris 
had delicate beauty around ev-
ery corner, but Rome emanated 
an eternal strength. 

 One of the characteristics of 
Rome that left me in awe was 
how incredibly magnificent 
and large it appeared. So many 
of the buildings had high ceil-
ings and each apartment had 
large windows overlooking the 
streets below. 

Carbohydrates  
and colosseums

Smack dab in the middle of 
this city stands the nearly 
2000-year-old Colosseum. It was 
originally built as a place of en-
tertainment for the Roman peo-
ple and also as a show of power 
and wealth. As I circled the 
Colosseum, I found myself won-
dering if the ancient Romans 
ever imagined that their mighty 
structures would still be stand-
ing tall thousands of years later? 
It was mind boggling to me that 
as I wandered around this city, 
there are gigantic and ancient 
architectural feats around ev-
ery corner. I had seen photos of 
these ancient sites before but in 
order to truly grasp just how in-
credibly huge these structures 
are, one must see it to believe it. 
I felt honoured to be able to en-
joy a heaping pile of pasta while 
staring out of this beautiful 
structure.

also home to over 900 churches 
in its city limits. Many of these 
churches are beautifully craft-
ed and cared for and a wonder-
ful sight to behold.

The people of Rome are a 
lively group. As we wandered 
the streets, we found videos 
being projected onto buildings, 
people laughing and enjoying 
the delicious wine. One thing 
that really stuck out to me in 
Rome was the incredible fash-
ion sense. I won’t pretend to be 
a fashionista, but I couldn’t help 
but fall in love with the chic and 
classy styles around me. On my 
next trip to Rome I will need to 
bring a high budget!

A fountain of dreams

An item that has been on my 
bucket list for years, was to toss 
a coin into the Trevi fountain (I 
can thank my preteen self and 
the Lizzie McGuire movie for 
that item). There is a legend 
that says by tossing a coin over 
your shoulder into the fountain, 
it will guarantee that you will 
come back to Rome again some-
day. There is another part to the 

 On that note, before even ar-
riving in Italy, my friend and I 
had decided that while we were 
there, we needed to spend our 
time enjoying the famous car-
bohydrates that the country is 
known for as much as we could. 
This included many plates of 
pasta, lasagna, and the most 
famous pizza in Naples, Gino e 
Toto Sorbillo (which we spent 
three hours in line for, but it 
was worth every magical bite!). 
And of course, who could forget 
gelato? After visiting the Pan-
theon, we stocked at a small 
gelato shop for some of the best 
gelato I’ve ever had.

The Culture

Growing up in Canada without 
much of a religious up-bring-
ing, it was interesting to see 
how religion was so ingrained 
in Roman culture. Rome sur-
rounds the independent city-
state of Vatican City, and it is 

legend that says by throwing 3 
coins, you will not only guaran-
tee a return to the city but also 
a love affair and a wedding; so 
of course, I tossed in all three! 
This proved to be a fun legend 
and also a great marketing tool. 
The fountain was littered with 
thousands of coins from all 
over the world, glistening just 
under the water’s surface. It 
is estimated that the fountain 
collects 1.5 million euros each 
year, with the money being do-
nated to catholic charities that 
help the homeless and the poor.

 Roma has soothed my taste 
buds with its delicious foods, 
mystified my mind with its ev-
erlasting architectural feats 
and livened my soul with its 
kind-hearted and fun-loving 
people. Let’s hope my coin toss 
worked and I make my way 
back to Italy again someday!

KriSty DOCKStaDer

Kristy eats pasta outside The Colosseum, Rome. 
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“Verbatim” from page 1
never even heard of? From the 
get-go, a linguistic exchange of 
curse words and interesting id-
iomatic expressions flourished 
amongst us college students. 
We learned about so many dif-
ferent languages ranging from 
Khmer to dialects of Spanish 
from most of the countries in 
South and Central America. It 
was a way for us to learn about 
each other, bond and create 
memories. We took advantage 
of the linguistic diversity and 
encompassed expressions 
from a multitude of different 
languages into our day-to-day 
vocabulary.

If it isn’t obvious yet, I love 
languages. I would love to be-
come a polyglot. The language 
I am currently working on 
is Spanish. I never expected 
some of my closest friends to 
be conversing with me in dif-
ferent Spanish dialects. I took 

advantage of this and created 
a group chat with my Spanish-
speaking friends called “Help 
Liam Pass Spanish”. The origi-
nal purpose of this chat was to 
help me out with my Spanish 
homework, but it very quickly 
developed into a bit of a fasci-
nation. The arguments people 
have about the grammatical-
ity of sentences is fascinating. 
The fact that these different 
dialects came together to help 
me pass my class is beautiful 
to me and demonstrates an as-
pect of the massive diversity of 
Vancouver.

There came a time when 
we got bored with learning 
the languages that we could 
all speak, so we turned to the 
Internet to learn a language 
that none of us was competent 
in, ASL. In the span of a month, 
my entire friend group got 
into learning as many signs as 
possible. We would sit around 
making up creative sentences, 
and playfully insulting each 
other. At our peak, I knew up-
wards of 200 signs. Imagine, a 
group of 20 college students 
sitting at the back of the #14 
bus, signing to each other and 
having the time of their lives. It 
was a strange sight to see but it 
definitely helped us grow even 
closer. 

I believe I have made one fact 
eminently clear: I find Vancou-
ver’s diversity to be amazing. 
I love the blend of different 
languages and cultures that 
happen here. It has helped me 
grow into someone I am proud 
of. More than that, it has helped 
me make some awesome mem-
ories with some fantastic peo-
ple while expanding my world-
view. I look forward to many 
more years spent here, learn-
ing more languages with all of 
my friends by my side. 

Shannon Permal, chairperson of the Canadian Federation of the Fiji Organization.
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Women of Vancouver  

Shannon Permal, winner of the Shakti Awards 2020
by aninDita guPta

Shannon Permal recently won 
the Shakti Award for Volun-
teering (Youth) for her com-
munity involvement this year. 

“I have become heavily involved 
with youth-related projects and 
initiatives through my involve-
ment in a couple of different 
organizations,” Permal says, 
speaking of her varied volunteer 
endeavours.

Background 

Born and raised in Surrey, Per-
mal has roots in the South Pa-
cific islands of Fiji. Despite being 
far from her ancestral homeland, 
Permal is doing her bit to help 
those in need, all the way in Fiji. 

Permal, 21, is currently chair 
of the Canadian Federation of 
Fiji Organizations (CFOFO), a 
non-profit umbrella organi-
zation comprised of multiple 
Fijian-Canadian organizations. 
The CFOFO exists to provide as-
sistance to its member organi-
zations, and other international 
bodies and populations. 

The CFOFO has also es-
tablished a range of youth 
initiatives and events, in-
cluding post-secondary educa-
tional scholarships, volunteer 
programs, and additionally de-
livers a platform for youth per-
formers and artists at their 
Youth Talent Shows. “We also 
provide support with mentor-

ship and event planning with 
their Youth Committee and so 
forth,” explains Permal.

This year, she was nominated 
for a Shakti Award. The Awards, 
established 20 years ago, con-
tinue to recognize and empower 
the efforts of individuals, fami-
lies and communities. Started by 
Sonia Andhi, the Shakti Awards 
were created to form a network 
of agencies that collaborate and 
support efforts to keep our com-
munity connected. In their own 
words, their purpose is to “cre-
ate awareness around current 
issues impacting women, chil-
dren and families through the 
media and public forums.” 

The community submits nomi-
nees, tapping Permal this year. 
She went through the commit-
tee’s selection process, and was 
finally chosen. There is no doubt 
that Permal was selected for the 
category of Volunteering (Youth) 
because of her prolific experi-
ence in the field. 

Other volunteering 
experiences

Along with being chairperson of 
the CFOFO, Permal is also the Se-
nior Youth Coordinator and, since 
2016, has been involved with the 
Miss Fiji Canada Cultural Society, 
in which she is now an executive 
member. Over the years, the so-
ciety has fundraised for BC Chil-
dren’s Hospital, Ronald McDonald 
House BC and the Treasure House 
Orphanage in Fiji. In 2018, Permal 

traveled to Fiji and spent a month 
there meeting people and distrib-
uting school supplies to different 
villages and islands.

As of 2019, Permal became the 
Public Relations Director for Fiji 

Canada Professional Women’s 
Network Society. Their most 
recent event was a Valentine’s 
Day fundraiser in support of 
the Surrey Memorial Hospital 
Foundation. The Society helped 

raise funds to help the hospital 
expand their Children’s Health 
Centre. 

Currently, Permal is helping 
with a partnership project called 
South Asian Youth Mental Health 
Ambassador Training. They have 
partnered with the South Asian 
Mental Health Alliance, 3E Orga-
nization, Spark Foundation and 
Empower the Future to host a 
mental health retreat exclusive-
ly for people from Fijian and Ca-
ribbean backgrounds between 
the ages of 16 and 29. Youth that 
take part in this opportunity 
will receive mental health first 
aid certification, naloxone and 
overdose response training, and 
participate in wellness, cultural 
safety and community engage-
ment workshops with trained 
professionals. 

Permal has also volunteered 
for the Shakti Society, assisting 
with the Shakti Awards Gala in 
2017 and 2018. “It’s quite funny 
to see how I was at one point the 
person helping hand the award 
off the side of the stage to being 
the one on stage, receiving it,” 
she jokes.

Currently, the CFOFO is look-
ing to plan a project that pro-
vides assistance to citizens liv-
ing in Fiji who need this help the 
most.

For more information, please visit: 
www.shaktisociety.com
https://www.facebook.com/
Canadianfederationoffijiorganizations

“I would love to become a polyglot,” 
says Liam Sfaxi.
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particular has been an amazing 
intersection of poetic experimen-
tation and political conviction,” 
says Derksen, “It’s been unflinch-
ing, sensuously material, histori-
cal and present for a good 50 years.”

Strength in uncertain times

Both Derksen and Grgar’s 
strength in times of struggle is 
something that people can all 
learn from today. While not ex-
periencing military coups or go-
ing to war, many may feel threat-
ened and trapped in a place they 
cannot safely escape from. Poets, 
like Grgar and Derksen, can pull 
people out of their everyday rou-
tine – out of their ruts – trans-
porting them to somewhere be-
yond the four walls that confine 
them for the time being.

“In this unprecedented time, it 
will take poetry that tries to ad-
dress why we are not together,” 
says Derksen, “[poetry] that 
looks at what it is that keeps us 
apart, and poetry that speaks to 
another way of being together to 
really bring us together.”

For more information, please visit: 
Jeff Derksen: jeff_derksen@sfu.ca
Sonja Grgar: sonja.grgar@gmail.com
www.surreymuse.wordpress.
com/2012/02/29/on-roots-and-
melancholy-by-sonja-grgar/

Fair-weather forces (water 
level), was an installation of a 
line of velvet ropes that move 
up and down in relation to the 
changing tide in a nearby body 
of water, and League is a commu-
nity-based project that gathers 
people to play invented games 
and sports as a form of collec-
tive creative problem-solving. 

For more information, please visit 
www.germainekoh.com.

Germaine Koh in the middle of Fallow.

Pushing the Erratic.

by tina Qu

The art in our surroundings
In the stage-like display win-
dow above the entrance of 
Vancouver’s Howe Street Stu-
dios in Vancouver unfolds 
a set of theatrical curtains 
made from everyday materi-
als: one of the many works of 
public artist Germaine Koh. 

“The nature of the piece arose 
from my longstanding inter-
est in trying to pay attention 
to the unnoticed activities and 
patterns that shape the spaces 
around us,” says Koh.

Materials from familiar activi-
ties – domestic life, offices, con-
struction, theatres, recreation, 
industry, and of course, the new 
art studios – are formed into 
curtain-like layers.

“I hoped that as the piece plays 
across the large display win-
dow, it would evoke the chang-
ing rhythms of the city over the 
course of the day and evening,” 
she adds.

The significance of public art 

“The rationale for public art, as I 
understand it, is to ensure that 
new buildings provide some 
kind of cultural benefit to the 
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“ I hoped that as the piece plays across the large  
display window, it would evoke the changing rhythms 
of the city over the course of the day and evening.
Germaine Koh, public artist

Design a fantastic resume and cover letter, fine 
tune your interview techniques, learn valuable 
skills to succeed in the Canadian workplace, 
gain insight into the job market, access special 
services for skilled works – all at NO COST. The 
Progressive Intercultural Community Services 
(PICS) Society, Vancouver Branch, has been help-
ing immigrants and newcomers to Canada for 
over 14 years !

Our Group Job Search Workshops are a flex-
ible, 5 module rotating program, running weekly, 
with 16 sessions each month. This includes basic 
computer orientation, with instruction on us-
ing Word and Excel, and accessing the Internet. 
Workshops are held within a culturally diverse 
environment, led by qualified facilitators. 

Past and current E.I. receipients are always 
welcome. Knowledgeable case managers are 
available to guide you through the process of 
reaching your career goals.

PICS Vancouver also offers one-on-one em-
ployment assistance, paid on-the-job work expe-
rience through our Wage Subsidy program, and 
a one-stop Career Centre with a broad range of 
job hunting resources. Funding for all programs 
is provided by the Ministry of Social Develop-
ment, Employment and Labour Market Services 
Division.

Please call 604-324-7733,  
go to www.pics.bc.ca,  
or visit us at  
200-8161 Main St., 
Vancouver, to find  
out how we can  
best help you.

Need the skills to find 
a job? We can help!“Poetry” from page 1

as it is about coming up with in-
teresting concepts and produc-
ing the work,” she says. 

Koh creates her art by being 
invited or applying to available 
commission opportunities; and 

small towns in Alberta and BC, 
and studied art in Ottawa and 
New York City.”

Koh has been a practicing art-
ist for more than 30 years, liv-
ing in Ottawa, Toronto, Berlin, 

neighbourhoods that they land 
in, and I think that’s a worth-
while principle,” says Koh. “The 
richness of the public space 
that is potentially created is ex-
tremely important.” 

in the shortlist stage, receiving 
time and a small budget to de-
velop a concrete proposal for a 
particular site.

“The commission is awarded 
by a group that usually includes 
representatives from the build-
ing, the architect, and members 
of the local arts community and 
neighbourhood,” she says.

Koh’s story

“My family came to Canada from 
Malaysia in 1969, when I was 
two,” starts Koh. “I grew up in 

and as a nomadic for a couple of 
years before settling in Vancou-
ver about 12 years ago.

“I started doing public art 
shortly after I arrived in Van-
couver, and that came about be-
cause a lot of my work had start-

construction, interactive elec-
tronics, and more. Some of her 
favourite works include Erratic 
(2011), Fair-weather forces (water 
level) (2008), and League (ongo-
ing since 2012). 

goslavia, now Serbia. She moved to 
Canada at the age of 16, studying 
English literature and film. She 
began writing intensely when she 
moved back to Vancouver 9 years 
ago, focusing on poetry, essays, 
and short fiction. Grgar has shared 
her works as a featured reader at 
SFU’s The Writer’s Studio Reading 
Series, and (the now-defunct) Ho-
gan’s Alley Café in Vancouver, and 

Grgar has been published in 
the Globe and Mail, as well as in 
several anthologies, including 
Family Ties Anthology (Hidden 
Brook Press, 2014), That Not 
Forgotten (Hidden Brook Press, 
2012), and Grandfather, Father 
and Me: Memories, Poetry and 
Good Food (Hidden Brook Press, 
2013). In Grandfather, Grgar’s 
poem entitled Emil, invokes her 
grandfather, whose “quiet smile/
undoes the darkness”. Grgar de-
scribes her sense that though he 
has passed away, Emil lives on, 
still lovingly supporting her. 

“I do feel like the capacity for 
capturing beauty, pulse, shape, 
and meaning in language has 

always been such a core part of 
who I am,” she says. “And I can 
largely attribute it to my father 
who is a creative and intellectu-
al genius – film director by train-
ing, photographer, artist and an 
incredible storyteller.”

Commonalities in poetry

Both Grgar and Derksen have 
shaped their poetic lives around 
different cultures of the world. 
Derksen has done substantial 
research on Asian North Ameri-
can poetics, and the Cuban 
culture resonates deeply with 
Grgar. Both cultures have faced 
their respective obstacles in 
society, which is more relevant 
than ever in the present day. 

Grgar feels that the complexi-
ties of the Cuban culture have 
permeated her poetic style.

“What fascinates me about 
Cuba is its complexity, its resil-
ience, and its contradictions. I 
find complexity to be very poetic,” 
she says. “It has been a country 
that bravely defied global capital-
ism and hegemonic oppression of 
the United States and had indeed 
elevated its people out of abject 
poverty after the 1959 revolution.”

Derksen feels a deep connec-
tion to the poetry of Asian North 
Americans for similar reasons. 

“Asian North American poetry in 

at New Westminster’s Poetic Jus-
tice. Grgar is also a participant in 
Surrey Muse, a self-described “in-
terdisciplinary art and literature 
presentation group”, leading their 
Open Mic, and hosting the group’s 
gatherings. Sonja Grgar.

Jeff Derksen.
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“Erratic was a performance in 
which I and three others rolled 
a granite boulder down Yonge 
Street in Toronto to add to the 
engineered waterfront, in a trib-
ute to the labour that goes into 
building cities,” says Koh. 

ed to move outside of the gallery 
to be integrated into the real 
world,” says Koh. “I worked on 
many site-specific installations, 
works that integrated into the 
built environment, such as my 
Fair-weather forces series, and 
unannounced urban inventions.” 

Over the years, Koh has 
worked in a wide variety of me-
dia, including objects, monu-
mental process-based work, 
community-based activities, 

Koh started making public 
art because of its availability to 
others. “The way that one en-
counters public art is more ac-
cessible to many people than, for 
example, going into an art gal-
lery,” she explains. 

In addition, Koh knew that 
she wanted to do work that in-
tersected with architecture and 
construction. 

“Doing public art ends up be-
ing as much as about navigating 
administrative processes and 
negotiating with stakeholders 
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by xi CHen 

Music for social change at 
St. James Music Academy 

St. James Music Academy 
(SJMA), located in the Down-
town Eastside (DTES) of Van-
couver, has been providing 
free music education for chil-
dren in the community for 
more than a decade.

 It is a charity organization that 
is mostly backed by private do-
nors and it provides children 
from grade one onwards after 
school free music education 
based on demonstrations of fi-
nancial needs. 

The Academy was estab-
lished 13 years ago by Kathryn 
Walker, a long-term resident of 
DTES, out of her own need to 
find quality music education for 
her children, which was lacking 

the school after they graduated 
because SJMA has become their 
family. 

“It is about building relation-
ships and you can’t put a value on 
that,”Friesen says. “Sometimes 
there is not a word that can ex-
press the things these kids are 
going through in their life. There 
might have been some trauma; 
they really lean on the music 
to strengthen their resilience. 
Sometimes I also don’t have the 
words to comfort someone but 
there is a song that will do that 
job for me. The music ends up 
being this incredible communi-
cation tool.” 

Keep calm and carry on 

Although it is temporarily closed 
because of the ongoing COVID-19 
crisis, the school and its staff are 
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Music students at St James Music Academy in the Downtown Eastside.

Advertise in The Source’s  
print or digital versions.  
Email info@thelasource.com

in the community. After finding 
local support, she modeled the 
school based on the renown Ven-
ezuelan music organization “El 
Sistema” in recent years, with a 
philosophy of “music for social 
change”. 

Music for positive  
social change

“El Sistema’s philosophy is not 
about making musicians, but for 
everyone to be able to play mu-
sic,” says José Cerón Ortega, the 
school’s orchestra music direc-
tor and an expert practitioner of 
El Sistema’s methods. 

He explains that consensual 
discipline is the secret to teach-
ing music to young children and 
it is a good message for their 
long-term future. 

“The orchestra is like a commu-
nity where people work together 
for something, in this case, mu-
sic,” Ortega says. “You have to 
follow the direction but not do 
whatever you want to do, as just 
one person can make the whole 
thing not work. If children at the 
beginning of their lives can un-
derstand doing something good 
with effort and following rules, 
they will become great people 
for their community even if they 
don’t end up becoming musi-
cians.”

Cynthia Friesen, a choir 
teacher at SJMA also shared her 
thoughts on what has been fos-
tered at the school. 

“It is this light that you see in 
their eyes, they are part of some-
thing much bigger than them-
selves.” she says. “Because of my 
own performance background, 
I have to say sometimes I think 
there is no way this choir en-
semble I am working on is ready 
for a performance, but they un-
derstand intuitively what a gift 
it is. They always rise to the oc-
casion.”

The school also creates a 
sense of home away from home 
according to Friesen. She says 
a few of her former students 
have come back to volunteer at 

still working hard to keep music 
education going during this try-
ing time. According to Sarah Go-
doy, Acting Executive Director of 
SJMA, the school is taking mul-
tiple initiatives both to keep the 
continuity of its education and 
to help the community alleviate 
the impact of the crisis.

“Downtown Eastside is consid-
ered a ticking time bomb for the 
coronavirus. There are many 
homeless and under-housed 
people, the residents don’t have 
a lot of money, there is a lack of 
cleaning and the hygiene is poor. 
So these are very vulnerable 
people and they are the family or 
neighbours of our students,” Go-
doy adds. 

Teachers at SJMA are reaching 
out directly to students through 
good old telephone calls for a 
short lesson or just to keep con-
nected. The school is also mov-
ing its music education online, 
though, as Godoy recognizes, 
there are some obstacles to be 
overcome.

“The online group lessons will 
be fun for the children to see 
each other’s faces. However, we 
also know that some families 
don’t have online access. We are 
looking to see if there is any way 
that any sponsor can help fami-
lies to get online, so those chil-
dren who are among the most 
marginalized will be able to get 
access.”

The school is looking for ways 
to get books for children to ad-
dress their emotional and psy-
chological needs when schools 
are closed. It is also working on 
an emergency supply initiative 
that helps provide food and hy-
giene supplies that residents ur-
gently need.

“Our plan is to try to include 
everyone so no one will fall 
through the crack, and hopefully 
we will come out on the other 
side and will still be cohesive as 
a community,” says Godoy. 

For more information, please visit 
www.sjma.ca.
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by SimOn yee  
    COntriButing eDitOr

April 7–21, 2020

Hello everyone, I hope you and 
your family are safe at home dur-
ing this unprecedented global 
health crisis. Events and festivals 
around town have been cancelled 
to follow the directives of the B.C. 
Office of the Provincial Health 
Officer and maintain social dis-
tancing. So to continue with stay-
at-home themes, I’ve compiled a 
small list of some of my favourite 
board games that might be fun to 
play with your family, or to play 
online with others over the Inter-
net. Stay well everyone; we’ll get 
through this!

* * *
Agricola
.account.asmodee.net/ 
en/game/agricola

Play as a farming couple in me-
dieval Europe trying to build a 
productive and prosperous farm 
in this worker placement, re-
source management board game. 
The theme is accessible and the 
premise is straightforward. Gath-
er wood, plow fields, raise ani-
mals and grow your homestead 
over the course of various sea-
sons, produce bountiful harvests, 
feed your family and be the farm-
er with the most efficient farm 
in the game. Players compete 
with other farmers for shared 
resources in the market village 
and different starting conditions.  
1–5 Players.

* * *
Carcassonne
www.zmangames.com/en/
products/carcassonne

This tile-laying game sees play-
ers fill in a medieval countryside 
around a fortified city. Players 
choose from tiles that depict cit-
ies, roads, monasteries and fields. 
Each new tile placed creates an 
ever-expanding board on which 
players can then add their fol-
lowers (or Meeples) and claim 
the land. Each game is different 
since the order of the tiles drawn 

continuous route. The game se-
ries has maps featuring countries 
such as Poland, the USA, Germa-
ny, Switzerland and the Nordic 
countries. 2–5 Players.

* * *
Tigris and Euphrates
www.zmangames.com/en/
products/tigris-euphrates

This board game is set in ancient 
Mesopotamia, where players take 
on the roles of Mesopotamian 
rulers at the dawn of urban de-
velopment who compete to build 
civilizations and dominate the 
fertile crescent. In order to en-
sure your civilization’s survival, 
players must balance housing 
and religion, commerce and agri-
culture – even as wars break out 
between dynasties and revolts 
force players to fight for their ter-
ritory. 2–4 Players.

* * *
Twilight Struggle
www.gmtgames.com/p-775-
twilight-struggle-deluxe-edition-
7th-printing.aspx

One of my all-time favourite 
board games, Twilight Struggle 
is a two player game focusing on 
the ideological battle for suprem-
acy in the Cold War between the 
United States of America and 
the Union of Soviet Socialist Re-
publics. Playing as either super-
power, exert influence over coun-
tries to gain allies, be the first 
to go into space and grapple for 
control of Europe and the world 
all the while dealing with events 
such as the Suez Crisis, the U2 In-
cident, the hippie movement and 
Glasnost. But be careful, the spec-
tre of nuclear annihilation could 
cause you to lose! 2 Players.

each game changes the landscape 
and creates different options and 
opportunities to score points.  
2–5 Players.

* * *
Dominion
www.riograndegames.com/
Game/278-Dominion

Dominion is a card deck building 
game where the goal of the game 
is to generate victory points by 
building up their deck of cards. 
Players’ starting deck contains 
the resources, victory points and 
the things you can do during the 
course of the game. It initially 
starts out as a small collection 
of estates and copper coins, but 
players hope that by the end of 
the game it will be brimming 
with gold, provinces and the 
inhabitants and structures of 
their kingdom.... their Dominion!  
2–4 Players.

* * *
1812: The Invasion of Canada
www.academygames.com/
pages/1812

I’m a sucker for historical games, 
and I enjoy playing on the side of 
the Canadians defending Canada 
from the Americans, in this his-
torical themed board game set 
during the War of 1812. Players 
take on the roles of the major 
factions of the war – British Red-
coats, Canadian Militia, Native 
Americans, American Regulars 
and American Militia – and strive 
to capture objectives on either 
side of the Great Lakes, with help 
from people like Laura Secord, 
Tecumseh, General Brock and 
John Brant. 2–5 Players.

* * *
Pandemic
www.zmangames.com/en/
games/pandemic

I know what you’re thinking; a 
game about pandemics during 
a global pandemic?! Pandemic 
is actually one of the best board 
games out there and quite topical 
given the circumstances. The goal 
of the game is for the players, in 
their randomly selected roles 
such as medic, researcher, dis-
patcher, to work together to stop 
the spread of four diseases and 
cure them before a pandemic oc-
curs. Playing a cooperative game 
where all the players win or lose 
together is a great gaming experi-
ence. 2–4 Players.

* * *
Takenoko
www.studiobombyx.com/
takenoko_eng.html

Players may enjoy the beautiful 
art and figurines of Takenoko, a 
family-friendly board game. In 
the game, the Chinese Emperor 
gifted to his Japanese counter-
part a sacred animal, a giant 

panda bear, a symbol of peace. 
The Japanese Emperor entrusted 
his court members with the diffi-
cult task of caring for the animal 
by setting up his bamboo garden. 
Players cultivate the land plots, 
irrigate them and grow one of 
three bamboo species, but they 
will have to put up with the rav-
enous hunger of the panda for 
the juicy and tender bamboo!  
2–4 Players.
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The Invasion of Canada: A game that will teach you a piece of North American history.

Erratum
In Women of Vancouver: Nora El Najjar tells 
her story of survival and hope by Anindita 
Gupta, we want to clarify that Nora El Najjar’s 
“separation” meant a geographical separation, 
not a marital status.

* * *
Ticket to Ride
www.daysofwonder.com/
tickettoride/en/

Of all the games on this list, this 
game is probably the most acces-
sible and easiest to learn for play-
ers new to modern board games. 
Play as a railroad tycoon, collect-
ing cards of various types of train 
cars and then use them to com-
plete railway routes on the map. 
The longer the routes, the more 
points players earn. Additional 
points come to those who fulfill 
Destination Tickets – goal cards 
that connect distant cities and to 
the player who builds the longest Games will take on a significant importance in attenuating social isolation.

Takenoko: A game of  
cross-cultural exchange.
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