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Amy Ching-Yan Lam’s Property Journal (2024) is a diary of a year in 
which Lam recorded every time that real estate, property and housing 
came up in conversation. People’s names are replaced with those of 
household objects – Blender, Slippers – which has the affect of making 
the whole action of the book cramped and domestic, similar to the 
affective experience of negotiating precarious housing. Aurelia Guo’s 
World of Interiors (2022) is a book of essays and poems about housing, 
hoarding, migration, and the experience of being perceived by other 
people. For TANK, Lam and Guo discussed the personal and polit-
ical dimensions of housing, and how property shapes our lives and 
dreams – which take place within and outside the permanent state of 
urgency, scarcity, disenfranchisement and desire called the “global 
housing crisis”.

Amy Ching-Yan Lam The first essay in your book is called “London 
(Poverty)”, in which you talk about The World of Interiors, the glossy 
magazine about interiors and furniture.1 Condé Nast imagined it as 
a – wait, sorry, was the guy’s name actually Condé Nast?
 
Aurelia Guo The media empire’s originator was literally called Condé 
Nast. World of Interiors was begun as an independent publication by 
Min Hogg [in 1981], then [the company] Condé Nast bought it. Hogg 
remained the editor, but Condé Nast became the publisher. 
 
AC-YL 	 You write that Nast saw how success lay in conspiring not only 
to attract readers from a particular class but to “rigorously exclude all 
others”. I was wondering about this idea of exclusion – the magazine is 
designed to exclude you, but at the same time anyone can read it, and 
in some ways, it’s also meant to attract the people that it excludes. I 
was wondering about that in relation to property itself – this feeling of 
constantly being excluded from what we need, while the very fact of 
scarcity makes us want it more. Someone told me that there’s a feeling 
of longing throughout Property Journal. I love walking around in the 
evening, looking through people’s windows and imagining their lives. 
 
AG 	 Last year, I was commissioned to write a text on public  
libraries in Glasgow, and I wound up writing about the origins of 
philanthropy in the sense that we know it today – support of the  
arts and culture through institutions, libraries or museums – as a 
product of 19th-century industrial capitalism and the struggle be-
tween capital and labour, between the new urban rich and the new 
urban poor. Writing that text made me reconsider the transition I 
mention in World of Interiors, from periodicals connected to guilds 

Conversations 
on community: 
where we live

All over the world, people are chasing houses. Aurelia Guo and Amy 
Ching-Yan Lam discuss how property and the pursuit of it shapes all of  
our lives.

1	 “Preferring genteel aesthetics over 
commercial and professional ones, 
Hogg favoured a decorating style  
that was ‘cluttered, ancestral, simple, 
eccentric’: The World of Interiors 
coined the term ‘shabby chic’.”  
— World of Interiors, Aurelia Guo
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or professions – directed at, for example, the Association of Metal 
Workers – to what Nast called class publications, for people who want 
to dress in a certain way, decorate their house in a certain way, en-
tertain their peers in a certain way.2 The 19th-century emergence of 
global capitalism made goods available on the market that had never 
been available before. Today, commodities have cheapened, so that 
even someone who’s not wealthy can afford an iPhone or a lipstick or 
a handbag, but property has not. Not everyone can afford somewhere 
central, attractive and desirable to live – so property remains an object 
of envy and spectacle. It’s interesting to hear a description of Property 
Journal as full of longing, as I also think of it as full of anxiety. I was 
struck by the scene where you visit your sister’s newly renovated home 
for the first time. Your description of the pale oak hardwood floors and 
the soft wool carpet is suffused with anxiety and tension and the feel-
ing that all of this could be taken away. 

AC-YL 	 Absolutely. In the midst of celebrating all these very nicely 
appointed details, I also remember thinking, “Oh my God, how will 
this oak floor stay clean?” There’s a joke in the journal about how to 
survive academia: if anyone brings up their home renovation once, 
never talk to them again. But I knew how taxing and stressful it was 
for my sister and her partner, how hard they had worked to afford it 
and the financial pressure they felt, and the oak floors embodied all 
of those pressures and strains. Maybe this is completely ridiculous, 
but I’m relieved even now when I go over to their house and the floors 
still look really good. I guess that’s the nature of having something 
expensive. My partner said that the book is also a journal of class 
contact within families, a map of difference between my financial 
position, and my sister’s and my parents’. I found that helpful to think 
about. It’s not uniform. That can strain relationships. The sense of 
anxiety in the book is also about the future, because so many things 
about money are unstable.
 
AG 	 The way you use dollar amounts in the book is really effective. 
It drives home how much the property market is an exercise in finan-
cial property speculation while at the same time capturing the prosaic 
and everyday nature of property relations. When I was writing my 
book, I was thinking about how the British context is so different from 
the Australian context where I grew up and I imagine the Canadian 
context you grew up in. Class is something that people are painfully 
conscious of in Britain and the hiding and disavowing of it is such 

a big part of life. We both come from settler colonies, New World 
places that are premised on the dubious ideas of discovery, and on 
new societies supposedly different from the British class system. I’m 
not sure how different Australia or Canada are from Britain in terms 
of their class systems. But there are things in London that are just so 
galling and do feel uniquely British. There isn’t really an equivalent 
of Oxbridge elsewhere or a similar discourse around accent. Those 
things were completely foreign to me when I moved to London, when  
I realised that they are massively important to British people. 
 
AC-YL 	 A British person once told me they thought Canada was 
frozen in a specific idea of what it thinks Britishness is. There is 
a strong current of Anglophilia in Canada, of aspiring to be the 
progenitors, the settlers. But she said that Canadians copy what 
they think Britain is and then make it even more stuffy and inert. I 
think that’s so funny, because as a Canadian, I do feel the culture 
is uptight. And the book is very much about Canada as a settler 
colony, a place that’s founded on genocide and extraction of profit 
from land. The project of settler colonialism isn’t about bringing 
so-called enlightened values to the New World, but about taking the 
land and speculating on its value. This is what created the housing 
situation in Canada, where rent and house prices are so high. It’s 
not Hong Kong, where I was born, which is a small island – Canada 

 Anxiety about the economic migrant takes us back 
to the particular and often unfortunate place that 
the Chinese migrant has had in the settlement and 
urbanisation of colonies like Australia and Canada

“Sunday 18 December. The house reminds 
me of going to a really fancy downtown 
food court with Blender a few years ago, 
while she was on a lunch break, and getting 
these super dense, deep-green, velvety 
smoothies together. It was so delicious and 
so unaffordable, and in that moment I felt a 
strange urge to protect her from the super 
luxurious smoothie!” 
— Property Journal, Amy Ching-Yan Lam

2	 “Philanthropy in the modern sense of 
funding for arts, education and cultural 
institutions emerged in the period 
between 1885 and 1915 through the 
ideology and actions of philanthropists 
such as [Andrew] Carnegie, who explic-
itly framed philanthropy as an alter-
native to the redistribution of wealth 
in a period of class consciousness and 
struggle that had recently encompassed 
the 1848 publication of Marx and Engels’ 
The Communist Manifesto, the 1871 
Paris Commune experiment with social-
ist government, and the 1886 founding 
of the American Federation of Labor.”   
— "The Gospel of Wealth", Aurelia Guo (2023)
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their baby. They decide to move to Nova Scotia, where they could 
afford land and a house. When they finally buy a house, other people 
are living in it, so they have them evicted. As you write, “the evicted 
become evictors.” When asked by an interviewer, “What do you think 
about people in Nova Scotia being worried about people coming in 
from other parts of the country, buying up their houses and land?”, 
the couple said, “I hope they can think of all of us as Canadians in it 
together.” Elsewhere you write about how someone you know worked 
on a book about the Community Land Trusts that were started in 
the 1970s, 1980s and even 1990s, and now have large land holdings 
because of how cheap land was at that time. A major challenge for 
people involved in these land trusts is that they began as activists and 
tenant organisers, and now they find themselves property developers 
and property managers.

AC-YL 	 I think capitalism promotes this idea that every circumstance 
can be changed for the better. As you write in your opening essay about 
Anna Nicole Smith, people talk about poverty as if it’s a place from 
which you can escape, but poverty is a legacy. This idea of legacy and 
inheritance is present in both of our books. I do believe in transform-
ative potential but we live in societal structures with legacies that can 
feel impossible to change. 

AG 	 I wrote World of Interiors to try and work out something about 
national and racial identity in relation to social and geographical mo-
bility. That was part of my interest in people like Anna Nicole Smith, 
who was white but a figure of transgressive social mobility. I was also 
trying to think about the tangled ways in which the state draws a dis-
tinction between political refugees and economic migrants – not that 
the state is really in the business of creating safe and legal channels for 
the political refugees that it supposedly cares about. Now that there’s 
even less of a notional idea of adhering to international law, even that 
seems to be fading away. In any case, this anxiety about the economic 
migrant takes us back to the particular and often unfortunate place 
that the Chinese migrant has had in the settlement and urbanisation 
of colonies like Australia and Canada, and the economies that have 
emerged there. I wrote the book partly as a way of dealing with what I 
felt I experienced as people’s classed and racialised projections of who 
I am – their often shifting and contradictory fantasies about what kind 
of class or family origin I have. How would you describe the role of race 
in your book?

has a small population and vast land mass, but for some reason, the 
housing market is completely bonkers. It doesn’t make sense, and I 
think that’s why it feels so disturbing. Something I was thinking about 
in reading World of Interiors and reflecting on this topic was this feel-
ing of loneliness. In Canada and Australia, and here in the US, where 
I am now, there’s so much loneliness in the way these societies are 
structured. People aspire to live alone in a family-sized home. Was 
loneliness something you were thinking about as you were writing? In 
your book there are essays, but there are also poems created through 
collage that bring in language from other sources. Does this collage 
technique have something to do with loneliness?
 
AG 	 When I was rereading World of Interiors, I thought about the 
loneliness that can happen inside homes. I watched a lot of tele-
vision as a child and read a lot of books from the library. I lived in 
quite a fictive world. This has extended into my adult life and art 
practice through the use of collage, perhaps as a way of incorporat-
ing other voices. When I was writing the book, I was thinking about 
transformation and how an individual’s life can transform again and 
again, in acts of creation and “de-creation”, of homes and families 
and lives. Relationships between people can transform through 
their relationships to power. You write about a radio interview of a 
couple who were evicted from their house on Vancouver Island with 

“Friday 20 May. At the sushi burrito place 
at Yonge and Dundas, Rice Cooker and I saw 
a sushi burrito being made with an enor-
mous amount of salmon, like two whole 
fistfuls. We were saying to each other, How 
is that even going to fit into the burrito?! 
when a white woman in front of us with the 
same thought, wearing a cardigan and flow-
ered pants, asked the man who'd ordered 
it, Wow, so much salmon, what did you 
order? The man, also white, wearing a Prada 
jacket with pointy shoes and a briefcase, 
replied authoritatively, Get extra protein 
and make it extra spicy. The woman asked 
him where in the city he lived. He told her 
he lived in Midtown and then, without any 
other preamble, they started discussing 
what property they owned and what they 
might buy next! ... It was if she'd spotted 
him, another wealthy white person eating 
near Yonge and Dundas Square, getting his 
money’s worth, and they just went straight 
into the heart of the matter.” 
— Property Journal

What we’ve been writing and talking about  
is how we inherit what there is – we’re not born 
into utopia, and we don’t make our lives there
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AC-YL 	 It’s a good question. In the years leading up to keeping the 
journal I was involved with organising around gentrification and 
displacement in [Toronto’s] Chinatown. My experience of being 
involved in the Toronto Chinatown Community Land Trust taught 
me about the history of Chinatowns in North America as neighbour-
hoods created by exclusionary laws on immigration. Chinatowns 
formed around the reality that only men could immigrate, and they 
had to be workers, and they couldn’t bring their families. Now there’s 
the shared identity of being Chinese as an ethnic and racial category, 
but there’s also the same kinds of difference that you get within any 
group, where there are people with different political beliefs. The 
dominant group in Toronto’s Chinatown is the Business Improve-
ment Area Association, which gets money from the city to operate.
It’s very conservative, very pro-police, anti-unhoused people, and 
pro-development. It’s very contradictory in relation to the history 
of Chinatowns. And now there’s a rise in the scapegoating of immi-
grants and racialised people in Canada, blaming them for the housing 
crisis, and especially of international students. Before Justin Trudeau 
stepped down, he put policies in place to deny international students 
work permits. People are fighting back, but there may be a mass de-
portation of international students from Canada in the coming years. 

Before this, they’d been used by universities as an enormous source 
of tuition income. So there’s this scapegoating of racialised people, 
but it’s also perpetuated by conservative forces within these same 
racialised communities. Some of the main property developments  
in Chinatown are geared towards students. They’re completely 
unaffordable, terrible buildings.
 
AG 	 Things are similar in Sydney and Melbourne. The business 
models in higher education have relied on massive extraction from 
international students who, at the same time, are deprived of work, 
housing and welfare rights. This becomes fodder for a nativist, populist 
kind of right, and it’s also a challenge for the left. You would hope that 
trade unions or student unions could organise around these unmet 
needs. Now, additionally, there’s an unease that surrounds Chinese 
people for geopolitical reasons and the spectre of a possible trade war 
with China.
 
AC-YL 	 And all the Chinese spy weather balloons. 
 
AG 	 Exactly. I wrote the book following the wave of consciousness 
during the Covid-19 pandemic but I feel quite pessimistic about how 
things have gone since. World events, like the LA fires, don’t always, 
or only, indicate something positive as far as our ability to cohere around 
shared experiences and unmet needs, whether they’re material, social  
or emotional.
 
AC-YL 	 There’s a line from one of your poems in the book about the 
“limitless human capacity for tedium and abuse”. It’s one of the last 
lines of the book, in fact. While it’s so true in this extremely negative 
way, it also speaks to human endurance. This idea of survival comes 
up a lot in your writing. Do you remember where that line came from? 
 
AG 	 It’s so difficult to look at the world sometimes. I guess what 
we’ve been writing and talking about is how we inherit what there  
is – we’re not born into utopia, and we don’t make our lives there. The 
line comes from a piece on workplace novels by Kaitlin Phillips. I think 
of it as connected to the line before, which references a “theatre of 
profound loneliness that has constituted their lives for centuries” 
written by Marguerite Duras, the author and filmmaker, whose films 
sometimes push the limits of boredom. I appreciate how Property 
Journal documents that many human efforts are futile, at least in 
the sense they don’t work out as hoped at the time. We should never 
forget that boredom is a big part of the human experience, and a big 
part of what we share; acknowledging it makes it a lot easier to bear 
one another. There is something affirmative about remembering that 
we’re vulnerable, that we have these needs we can’t escape, that we 
have physical and emotional limits. It all becomes a moving docu-
ment of the idea that nonetheless, we’ll live with one another, that 
that’s all there is. .

“Wednesday 20 July. Learning about land 
assemblies in Chinatown from the land 
trust research, which is when people or 
companies buy up adjoining properties 
with the hope of selling them off together 
for big future developments. One of the 
biggest current land assemblies is owned 
by a huge real estate investment company. 
Their mealy-mouthed slogan: Delivering 
sustainable value through creative real 
estate investment solutions.”  
— Property Journal

After her presentation, my colleague, making reference to 
my two years at art school prior to the degree in environ-
mental science, asked if I would build a human-scale model 
of a maerl bed for educational purposes. She imagined at one 
end a living landscape, that deep pinky-red, replete with sea 
creatures, a colour and life which, dwindling in the middle, 
would end in a ghostly, white emptiness. Six feet by eight 
feet, she said, very clearly, turning me around so that she 
could use my back to scrawl something on a piece of paper. 
On the paper she handed to me was a sketch of the maerl bed 
with rough dimensions and the words the barren sea. 

I undertook this endeavour without much comment, using 
papier-mâché and chicken wire, education was, after all, one 
of our charitable objectives, and as to the question of whether 
the children, who were between the ages of six and eight, 
might be frightened by the exhibition, which was accessed 
through a curtain into a dark room, with only the maerl bed 
illuminated, accompanied by a soundscape emulating the 
undersea noises of the fish farm, the generators running 
day and night, the incinerators, the feed-delivery systems, 
the motor boats, the constant repairs, as to this question, my 
colleague would not have her efforts derailed by the molly-
coddling instincts of the bureaucratic class, she would not 
be deterred. I left the organisation before she executed the 
final stages of these plans, so I never did find out how it went. 

Maerl
Sarah Bernstein

FLASH FICTION

no. 04/05

FEATURESTANK



Fear Soups the Soul // Baby Book by Amy Ching-
Yan Lam

Amy Ching-Yan Lam, Baby Book (Brick Books, 2023)

Five beautiful books on a shelf that remain closed.
Each for a different period of life.
One has bright blue inflatable pages that can float in water.
The second comes with a lock and key.
The third has long horizontal pages that take two people to flip.
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The fourth is bound in tinfoil, cardboard, and tape.
The fifth has a cover of mirror-finish gemstone green.

— Amy Ching-Yan Lam, “Natural Fact”

In her debut full-length poetry collection, Baby Book (Brick Books, 2023), artist and
writer Amy Ching-Yan Lam’s autobiographical yet fable-like poems are conceptually
framed to evoke the personalized record-keeping genre that is the baby book.
Questions such as “What does it feel like to be a baby in the world’s most expensive
city?”  provokes the reader to reflect on one’s own sense of place and the conditions
for those who have made sacrifices to raise them. On the page, the poems sit in the
prescribed spaces of the baby book, minus the curlicue frames made for ephemera,
photographs, or vital information. 

Reminiscent of a colleague who once told me that her therapist suggested the root of
her problems perhaps stemmed from birth trauma, Lam’s poetry reads as being
grounded in an attempt to reconnect with her memories as a baby in Hong Kong, or
maybe even further back, to fetal memory.  Taste and smell are aids for grounding and
giving narrative to an otherwise forgotten past, in an exercise to contract the gaps
between past and present. Baby Book takes on this feat with both humor and mischief,
to understand the present through an experimental contingent on remembering the
earliest stages of life — the cosmic soup of all matter(s). Historically, the word ‘soup’
was a verb, meaning the act of soaking or pouring the brothy substance from a bowl,
an etymological tracing exercised by Lam throughout. In “Natural Fact” Lam writes:

So I eat to try to remember my life as a baby.

If I eat what I ate when I was one year old:

– Carrot
    – White rice
              – Oatmeal

                     Maybe then I can remember my memories.

1

2

3



In “The Long-Lost Ritual of Baby Books,” Erin Blakeford writes that the genre is
believed to have been popularized in England around 100 years ago as a document of
an infant’s life, to track a child’s history of immunization, disease, locks of hair,
weight, names, and so on. Efforts to classify and gather data through seemingly
innocuous means was likely encouraged by the British Empire’s imperialism and
colonial expansion projects, as a means to control populations and territory. In our
digital age today, this historical practice has now merged “with the public health
command to record growth, development and medical care as online ‘sharenting’ —
with baby bumps and sonograms announcing an infant’s timeline before they have left
the womb.”  Lam doesn’t reveal any empirical information about herself contained in
the “five beautiful books on a shelf that remain closed,”  choosing instead to
emphasize physicality, tactility and ornamentation as a method to show how surface
and adornment contributes to the practice of fabulating and invention. The descriptions
of the books from a distance emphasizes the way that ornamentation carries the
imagination to make up, aspire to, care for, and re-examine the elasticity of so-called
facts. 

Writing under the influence of porridge and temperature, notions of what constitutes
the narrative upbringing in Baby Book often occur during acts of reading, eating, or
watching TV. Involuntary memory emerges “out of the soup”  (where soup is a
metonym for memory), recalls a fear, a story, and then disappears again. According to
time line therapy, “a person’s timeline represents their mental photo album and their
own ability to distinguish between images of the past and perceptions of the future.”
Using a hypnosis theory methodology whereby a person is made to surrender to
unconscious emotions from the past with the aim of reprogramming and releasing the
effects of negative experiences, time line therapy acknowledges that unlike information
in a ledger, memory is nonlinear. Is it a corruption of time? Time dust? 

In “Life’s Not Fair,” Lam writes, “The action of believing is related to the action of
eating and the action of fucking / These actions require using the whole body / The
actions require the entire body.”  Such acts of urgent embodiment link perhaps to the
popularity of personal development books, as Lam humorously cites:
“‘MASTURBATE YOUR WAY TO MILLIONS’ ranked “#29,332 in Self-Help
Books.”  During emotional blocks, fear may act like stale bread (if you have any) for
binge-souping the soul. Mental health flare ups or chronic depression may be soothed
with the pleasure of cooking, stuffing yourself, or fasting, to ease the unspeakable.

4
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Lam sifts between fact and fiction. Through colonial histories and diasporic migration,
community and memory is violently unsettled through extraction of ancestral food
sources and traditions — with its revival being essential for restoring fragmented
timelines and reconnecting with ancestral knowledge and notions of ‘home’ as
embodied through digestion. Taste and smell have the ability to cross time and space in
families separated by geopolitical conflict, space, time and illness. Traditions of
keeping in touch with familial ghosts, deity worship, mourning, to observance of
family festivals and holidays, carried forth in ceremonial rituals pertain to “the
sacrifice and devotion of offering food to the no-longer-living.”

Amy Ching-Yan Lam and HaeAhn Woo Kwon, Oopsie Compound, You Don’t Have to Die, 2023, various materials

Baby Book lives within the hyphenated genre of biotext, a Canadian genre combining
elements of autobiographical, historical, and fictional writing that navigate a poetics of
displacement and disorientation, such as Fred Wah’s Red Diamond Grill (NeWest
Press, 1996), bp nichol’s Selected Organs: Parts of an Autobiography (Black Moss
Press, 1987), Mei Mei Berssenbrugge’s 4-year-old-girl (Kelsey Street Press, 1998),
and Ada Smailbegović’s The Cloud Notebook (Litmus Press, 2023) — where
Smailbegovic translates recipes from the book, How to Survive on Humanitarian Aid
(1994). Recipes such as “War Icing,” or “Stojanka Hodžić’s No-Bake Chocolate War
Cake,” list ingredients distributed by humanitarian aid during Bosnia’s 20 months of
siege.  Similarly, Lam caught my attention when she writes to the psychological
functions of glucose: “That the fact of uprightness comes from sweetness. / I learnt that
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in First Aid.”  The brain, just like capitalism, depends on sugar. In this instance, I read
the line where glucose helps take “some of the weight off the neck,”  not only as vital
for thinking, satisfying hunger, but necessary for suspending a moment into delight.
Recall how in the fairy tale “Hansel and Gretel,” two famished children abandoned in
the woods eventually encounter a house made of candy, that they both devour and are
nearly devoured by. Lam’s poems hint at the ways immigrants may feel exasperated
when explaining themselves by emphasizing how indigestible stories (the nonverbal)
become trapped in the body to eventually be released by a burp, acts of care, a long
sigh, or a momentarily unfurling of the spine. Lam’s writerly experiments in digestion
as a tool for remembering bring to mind ca Conrad’s somatic exercises in radical
presence, when reflecting on poetry as a record of tuning into inventive mindfulness
practices — perhaps even in dissociative states — that support the brain’s doughy
ability to reorganize itself to form new neural connections and pathways throughout a
life. 

Recently I had a drink with a poet who told me she doesn’t do therapy because she
does poetry and “that’s enough.”  I too had followed this assertion for a long time, but
during my reading of Baby Book, I was in the process of making the effort to take care
of myself via a smorgasbord of therapeutic approaches. After two years of seeing a
counselor, recent ‘homework’ includes daily body scans and checking in with my inner
child. This comes after a decade of hearing and not understanding when friends made
the suggestion to “forgive your inner child.” I would hesitate — child? What child? As
of late, I have made contact with two younger selves — a 4-year-old and a 12-year-old
— with whom to reorient ‘original’ feelings. When I feel overwhelmed, my counselor
tells me to “let go of narrative and just feel the feelings,” suggesting that perhaps it’s
not personal, that I am tuning into the collective grief during the ongoing state of
ecological and geopolitical crises. During a consultation with a psychic, I am offered
the image that my body has been sitting on a chair with a missing leg; the metaphor of
the broken chair is a way to make sense of the discomfort held in my body. Despite
these and other efforts, occasionally I still indulge in self-soothing habits like gorging
myself with minestrone, returning to practices that allows for nonverbal soothing (like
painting), and taking on too much work — in other words, I perpetuate the juggling
acts accumulated during states of dissociative self-effacement.

Consider Lam’s close reading of the children’s story Franklin in the Dark, a
tragicomedy by Paulette Bourgeouis (Kids Can Press, 1986). Franklin the turtle fears
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his own shell, “his own essence,”  that even in the effort to separate from that part of
himself — by dragging the shell around with him — it is still and always there. If a
baby book serves not just as a means to document the life for a baby you care for
presently, but to tend to one’s inner child, then reimagining the baby book can serve to
re-coordinate physiological memories stuck in the body. Unlike the way time lines up
with facts in record keeping books, Lam’s poems unstick narratives by thinking
through fears, which if left unchecked, eat the soul. Perhaps the antidote lies in
surrendering to a process of becoming-baby — returning to decolonial “ways of sense-
making”  that allow for new pathways to sprout from the mushy, underground
recesses of the mind.   
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I first met Amy through our mutual friend HaeAhn
Woo Kwon. I don’t know how HaeAhn met Amy, but
I’m sure it was also through one of their mutual
friends. What beautiful things can emerge through
friendship. It is this moving through that gets us
somewhere closer. In this conversation, in which Amy
and I met on Zoom, through the screen, I had the
sensation that we were sitting on clouds, drifting.

Our conversation moved through the realms of
memory, associative thought, family, and collectivity,
all while being anchored by Amy’s beautiful Baby
Book. I’ve found that I cannot speak of Baby Book
without calling it “beautiful Baby Book.” There is
something beautiful about a baby. There is something
beautiful about a book. There is something doubly
beautiful about Amy’s Baby Book.

—Kirby Chen Mages

KIRBY CHEN MAGES: I read that the first inspiration
for Baby Book came from you writing a piece for an
art exhibition catalog. Did you always know that you
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art exhibition catalog. Did you always know that you
wanted to have a physical book of poetry?

AMY CHING-YAN LAM: Not at all. It was a surprise
for me when I got the invitation to write something,
that it came out in this way. And it was so fun. I think
that’s what I really loved about discovering writing
again. I found so much pleasure and joy in doing it.
Through the pandemic and the beginning of 2020,
when I was at a residency in London with my former
collaborator, John, I was writing a lot. It was a real
process of discovery. I had no idea what it was going
to be. I was very uncertain that it was poetry, even,
but I didn’t want to write essays, and I didn’t want to
write stories, either. And so, through the many years
of working on the book, I discovered things about
form that I didn’t know starting out.

I really didn’t think that it was going to be poetry, but
it made sense in terms of the content of the book,
which is, in some ways, about my grandmother’s life,
and my life, and lots of other people’s lives, where
there’s this unknown portion of it, or my grandmother
telling me about her life, but not being able to
articulate or explain these massive things. In the
book, she tells me, “I had 20 brothers and sisters and
they all died,” and then there was nothing more she
could say about that. That kind of void. She can’t
express it, but obviously that’s shaped her life so
much, and my life, and my mom’s life. I think that’s
why it made sense for the book to be poetry,
because there are lots of things that can’t be said, or
that exist in absence, or through the connections.

KCM: In terms of form, did you have certain
constraints that you were working through or was it
more intuitive?

ACL: I had no guidelines. I think that’s why when I first
started out, there were so many versions of some of
the poems, like “Sunflower Seed,” “Autoicon,” or
“Remembrance Day,” but especially “Sunflower Seed.”
If I looked at my computer, there would probably be
200 versions of it, because I didn’t know what felt
right. Through the process of writing the book, I’ve
been able to figure that out more, and so now when I
sit down to write, I’m not writing 300 versions of the
same thing. But in the beginning, making the book
was definitely many different attempts to figure out



was definitely many different attempts to figure out
what felt good.

KCM: I was definitely thinking about family while
reading your book the first time around, and
coincidentally, I was reading Sophie Lewis’s Abolish
the Family upon my second read. I’ve been thinking a
lot lately about how the family can be this kind of
horror story premise in some ways.

ACL: [Laughs] I agree. The family’s totally a horror
story type of situation, right? It’s like something that
you can’t escape. Or, you can, but oftentimes, it’s a
question of wanting to escape, but then not totally
getting liftoff.

I’ve been working on this other book that’s called
Property Journal . It’s a journal that I kept in 2022 of
all the times people talked about real estate, but a
family story is very present in it, because it’s also the
story of my parents retiring and figuring out where
they’re going to live, and my sister helping them with
that. When I was writing Baby Book, it was a time in
my life where I was reckoning with my own
relationship with my family—and really facing it, having
spent a lot of my life not facing it, trying to escape it,
or trying to just ignore it in some ways. That’s what I
feel the book is also really composed of, is this part
about aging—being in middle life and thinking back on
how I’ve ended up where I am, and how formative
the family is, for better or worse.

KCM: What does the idea of being baby mean to
you? Or what’s the significance of that word?

ACL: For the baby part, it’s definitely a conception of
baby as a baby, you know, like a person or being
that’s just been born. But why the book is called Baby
Book beyond the element of family, is this idea I
have of babies coming to know the world through
their senses in this very physical way, through putting
things in their mouths. That sensorial experience that

we’ll never be able to access again. That’s something
I really wanted to think about: How do you come to
know the world? And it’s really strange, because our
experience of the world is like, okay, I’m in this room,
I can see it, but the world obviously also consists of
so many other things, or so many other histories.
That was a big part of the thinking that I was doing
when I was writing the book. How do you access



when I was writing the book. How do you access
knowledge? And how do you access knowledge of
things that have happened before you were alive, but
that are so important to your being, or that constitute
your being? Like, my grandma’s experience, or any
part of the history of the land that I’m on. History is a
funny word. Because it’s not even history. It’s the
context, you know? And how do we come to know
that context?

KCM: Can you talk about how food shows up in your
poems?

ACL: I think with the food there’s a part of it that
relates to the baby and senses, and learning things
through your mouth, or feeling in that way. Or, coming
to know the world in that way. And then there’s
another part of it that’s about resources and the fact
that you need food to stay alive, and that you have
to pay for it. That’s the way our world is set up. And
how does that make any sense? The fact that the
natural world is so bountiful, has so much abundance,
but there’s so much scarcity that’s enforced. The
poem “Land Made of Food” is about that. There’s a
previous version of it in my chapbook, The Four
Onions, where it’s maybe a bit more explicit, and it
talks about the idea of the rich going to live on Mars,
where there is no food, and they would bring their
own food. It’s based on this medieval idea of the land
of Cockaigne, which is a world where everything is
food, and if you’re a peasant you dream of this land
and it’s this beautiful fantasy. But it’s also portrayed
as a place poor people are fantasizing about
because they’re so lazy, like, they just want to live in
a world where they can pluck hamburgers from the
trees, or whatever. It’s more associative for me, but
to me it relates to the fact of how we relate to
nature. We think it’s something to be extracted from.

I guess there’s also a part that I’m trying to avoid,
which is the classic Asian American or Asian
Canadian “I connect to my culture through food,”
which is a big part of it, and maybe a place that I did
start from at the beginning. It’s really important for my
family. It’s how we spend time together. It’s one of
the only shared interests that we have.

KCM: There are lots of references to different types
of classes and therapies in your book. Were you



of classes and therapies in your book. Were you
actively doing all of that while you were writing?

ACL: One of the experiences that’s in “Sunflower
Seed,” the experience with EMDR [Eye Movement
Desensitization and Reprocessing], was a very
important experience. And really, it’s one of the seeds
of the book in some ways. I had this experience
doing EMDR for the first time, which is a type of
therapy. The way that I did it was with binaural sound.
The therapist leads you through accessing a
traumatic experience, and that really feels like time
travel. It was so intense. I never had that experience
before where I was like, wow, I really feel like I
visited—because that’s what she did, she led me on
this experience of visiting a past self. And I had
never had that kind of emotional reaction before, or
even that feeling. That was really important in terms
of what the book is about—reckoning with the family,
and coming to face it, and coming to understand it
and also have compassion for those experiences. I
didn’t really have a project of trying to access
memories, but I think that in a way, the writing led me
down so many paths that I never would have been
able to follow without it.

KCM: There’s a moment where you write about the
logical brain and how if you overdevelop it, then you
can’t access your memory. I feel like that’s connected
to how we access our imaginations too, especially as
poets. How do we reach those moments where we’re
able to let go of the logic and get into the ripeness
of the imagination?

ACL: I thought it was so funny. The fact that you can
overdevelop your logical brain. And I feel like it really
applies to me, because, yeah, it’s too logical, and I
have no memory of things. I feel like a lot of the
stories in the book come from things that I overheard
or things that I read about. Like, the poem that’s
about a woman who sets up a toll, “Iron Pole.” I read
that in a book. They were driving in China, and they
saw this. This is a small detail in the book, but it
really stuck with me. Thinking back on it now, it’s
trying to recuperate or collect these details. And
that’s mostly my writing process: collecting things and
writing them in my notes and then stringing them
together. But I like that process of taking a small
detail that comes to me through whatever means and



detail that comes to me through whatever means and
then making it into something that’s more mysterious
or that reads on an allegorical level instead, and I
don’t know exactly what the moral is or anything.

KCM: Your poems sometimes have an indexical
quality to them that makes me think of list keeping.

ACL: It goes back to how I write the poems in the
first place, which is keeping these notes and then
there’s a feeling that I think is associated between
them, and then dumping them into a document, and
then trying to organize them in some way. And by
“organize,” I mean creating some kind of flow
between them. So it’s not a list that’s organized by
type of thing, necessarily, but it’s like, how do you
make leaps between these things that might not be
similar, in order to create some kind of feeling, or to
convey that feeling of how they’re connected, even if
they’re not connected. Or not obviously connected.
That’s the main thing for how I write and so maybe
that’s also part of the logical brain, because in my
daily life, I keep all kinds of lists that are things I
must do. And then writing poetry is a different type
of list keeping.

KCM: In terms of form within the book, there wasn’t a
pattern, necessarily, and there are no consistent
formal restraints, but it has a certain flow.

ACL: For me, it’s like, how do I convey these
connections? Counterintuitively through the spacing.
That’s how it makes sense to me. There are things
that don’t belong together. But what happens if I put
them closer together? And then there are things that
belong together, so what happens if I split them apart
more? And just trying to find the rhythm in that.

When I wrote “Movie of My Life,” my grandma passed
away very close to the actual date of it, and I knew
at the time that I was writing it that it was the end of
the book. In a way, it’s obvious. The book begins with
my grandma telling me that story about her siblings
and saying, “Oh, I know why you’re doing this. You’re
gonna make a movie of my life.” And I was like, “How
can I make a movie of your life if there’s no
information about it?” Like, what? [Laughs.] How am I
supposed to do that? So yeah, that’s why it’s the end
of the book. And because it’s the end of the book, it
made sense for me to use spacing in a slightly



made sense for me to use spacing in a slightly
different way.

KCM: I recently attended a Don Mee Choi reading
where she talked about finishing her trilogy and
having to accept that she wanted her books to read
like films—that they each had a beginning and end, to
a point where, with her third book, she decided to
eliminate titles altogether.

ACL: Yeah, that’s really interesting, because I feel like
that’s the direction that I’ve been thinking in, too. I’ve
been thinking about this book I read by Lewis
Freedman that’s called I Want Something Other Than
Time. It’s published by UDP, and it’s a small book, but
every poem has the same title, which is “I Want
Something Other Than Time.” I just really love when
the book itself makes sense as a book. As a
coherent entity. I really wanted to do that with this
book, and I continue to think about how to do that.
I’m resistant to the idea of poetry as these short
fragments or short, pithy things that you can have on
Instagram or whatever.

KCM: Along the lines of resisting certain trends in
poetry, which rules are your favorite to break?

ACL: I think it goes back to the question you asked
earlier of how I got to writing in the first place. Ever
since I was a kid, I really did think, I’m gonna be a
writer. I’m so into books. I love books. It’s just the
number one thing. My favorite objects, you know, so

much affection for them. And then going to grad
school and doing an MA in writing and being like,
what is this? I totally don’t want to have any part of
it. Like, feeling so disillusioned by it, and then ending
up somehow having a career in the visual arts,
instead. And then coming back to writing and being
very grateful for that circuitous path.

In the 10 years after grad school, I did write, but I
wrote for performance and it was always
collaborative. I really didn’t have a solo writing
practice at all. I felt so resistant to it. It was so
important to have that break, and to rediscover
writing in my own terms and come to it in a totally
different way. I didn’t study poetry in my program. I
never really felt like it was something that I would do.
And so, it’s so cool to really have that experience of



And so, it’s so cool to really have that experience of
doing something new as someone who’s an adult, or
of a certain age. It’s something that I always want to
convey to people, especially to students who feel like
they need to be on the “right path.” It’s not like that,
you know? If you have a long, windy path, it’s gonna
be more fruitful for you in terms of what your actual
creative practices are and why you feel committed to
it.

KCM: I was so inspired by your self-organized book
tour. It seemed so centered around friendships that
you had in all of these different locations. There’s
always the life of the book as the object and then
what it becomes when you bring it into a collective
space. Do all of the people who you read with on
tour also have a visual art practice?

ACL: I would say most of them are not only writers. I
think that’s generally the type of person that I
gravitate towards. For most of the readings I did in
the fall, it was people that I invited. It was people that
I felt an affinity with. And so, those rooms did feel
very warm and connected.

In December, I was invited to do a reading in Toronto,
but it was in a very different context. I read the
poem “Remembrance Day,” and I introduced it by
talking about the assault on Gaza. But the rest of the
night was this totally random mix of rock music and
other readers, and I felt so discombobulated by it,
because there were like eight performers and only
two of us brought that context into the room, and
everyone else basically ignored it. And that happens
in lots of different kinds of public spaces right now.
Where it’s like, some people talk about it, some
people don’t, and that night, especially because I was
performing, I felt so disturbed afterwards. I was just
like, “What happened?” It took me a while to get over
it—the energy of going up on stage, a huge room,
and then saying these things, but then not feeling like
they were heard, or not hearing them come back in
any way.

KCM: At the reading I did with you in Los Angeles, I
was so affected by you being on stage and asking
everyone present to say “Free Palestine” altogether.
And then asking everyone to say it one more time. I
have to say, I haven’t had an experience quite like
that since, unless it’s an event explicitly organized



that since, unless it’s an event explicitly organized
around Palestinian liberation and ending the genocide,
so I think about that night a lot, in contrast to when
I’ve experienced the ignoring of what’s happening,
especially within the arts. It’s made me want to attend
less and less institutional events.

ACL: In November, before I went on the tour to the
UK and Europe, I was really stressed, because I had
organized everything myself. You know, doing all that
work of emailing people and then I didn’t end up
getting a travel grant, but someone I know, who’s a
patron, gave me some money so I could cover the
flight. It was this feeling of, oh my god, why am I
even doing this? Are people gonna come? Like, all
the questions that you have when you organize
events. So that was the feeling I had going in. I also
tried to keep in mind that it’s this immense privilege
for me to be able to share my work and the fact that
I do have enough resources to squeak by.

I would say that my experience of doing the events
with people that I had invited, and whose work I
really love, and being able to have conversations with
them and relate our different practices together was
so powerful. I feel like it was a lesson for me that it’s

tough, it’s challenging to do things on your own, and
to be a poet and to be poor, and not have access to
institutions, or whatever. But there’s also this great
benefit in it, which is that, because I organized it, I
created the scene, or I was able to, with other
people, make the scene for their work and for my
work. I feel like the events were very successful in
that way. They were very nourishing. That’s the flip
side of doing things independently. And I think about
that now too, to connect to what we’re saying about
the genocide. It’s like, okay, all these institutions are
fuckin’ like, masks off. There’s this feeling of, why are
we even working for these larger institutions that are
so hypocritical? There’s value in doing things on our
own, you know?
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Did You Get What You Wanted from This Life?
Amy Ching-Yan Lam’s first solo show playfully questions the stuff of our earliest fantasies.

Dorothy Woodend / 5 May 2023 TheTyee.ca
Dorothy Woodend is the culture editor for The Tyee.

When artist Amy Ching-Yan Lam’s parents were packing up the family home in Calgary, Lam’s
mother came upon a time capsule that her daughter had made when she was in elementary
school.

A Small but Comfy House and Maybe a Dog takes its title from what 11-year-old Lam thought
her adult life might offer. But the stuff of what used to constitute the badges of adulthood — a
home, a pet, a settled and comfortable life — isn’t what it used to be. The time capsule and all
that it carried became the catalyst for Lam’s first-ever solo exhibition at the Richmond Art
Gallery.

There is a lot packed into the show — feng shui, couches, actually a lot of couches, real estate,
both real and unreal, sundials, slightly unnerving animation and Pekingese dogs.

If the mutable and changing pace of memory and home is the subtext of the exhibition, it extends
far beyond the objects and installations. The barest glance out the window of the Richmond Art
Gallery provides an indication that development on an almost metastatic level has changed not

A Small but Comfy House and Maybe a Dog is a curious fantasia of the deeply familiar and the distinctly odd.
Amy Ching-Yan Lam and Emerson Maxwell, Looty Goes to Heaven, 2022. Photo by Michael Love.



only the physical landscape but also the economic one. Houses are increasingly investments,
temporary repositories for money. And dogs? Well, they’re still dogs.

Guest curator Su-Ying Lee explains in the material introducing the show that by age 25, Lam
assumed that all the markers of adult life would have duly arrived: “Starting from these
childhood fantasies of domestic love and financial stability, Lam presents artworks that explore
how these dreams have been indirectly influenced by the wider trajectory of colonial history.

“With humour and acuity, she examines the complicated relationships between institutional
collections and power, property and theft, and history and family.”

The shifting relationship between art and the outside world

Born in Hong Kong, Lam mostly grew up in Calgary. Although she is currently based in Toronto,
Lam made multiple trips to Richmond, B.C., watching the scale of development spring up
alongside its art gallery.

In one image in the show, marketing material for new condominiums completely erased the
Richmond Cultural Centre, the physical site of the Richmond Art Gallery, in its entirety.

By incorporating the scale of development into the exhibition itself, Lam has done something
interesting. She renders the dynamic between art and the outside world as one of constant
renegotiation and reassessment. Arguably every time one sees the show, it will be slightly
different as the buildings climb ever higher.

Lam’s artwork is joined by HaeAhn Woo Kwon (https://www.haeahnkwon.com/) , who
contributed sculptural objects. Some of these defy easy description, such as a giant flip-flop
sandal resting atop a pile of sand, studded round with shards of broken glass. It’s simultaneously
funny, disturbing and more than a little absurdist, a trifecta that runs through much of the show.

By incorporating the scale of development into the exhibition itself, Amy Ching-Yan Lam renders the dynamic
between art and the outside world as one of constant renegotiation and reassessment. Future-Friendly, 2023.
Photo by Michael Love.



Humour is not often something you see in contemporary art, and there is a joyous abundance of
it here. It’s visible in the daily calendars that Lam kept making note of whenever anyone
mentioned anything to do with housing or real estate (suffice to say: it’s a lot). And very much in
the presence of Looty (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Looty_(dog)) . A Pekingese dog purloined
by British forces at the end of the Second Opium War, Looty was gifted to Queen Victoria. She
promptly renamed the dog after how it was procured. Maybe a name like “I stole this dog” was
too clunky?

The Looty material in the show is complicated. It isn’t as straightforward as a full-blown
takedown of colonialist thievery, although that is certainly there. What’s more interesting is the
other potential reality that Looty presents in the exhibition. This alternative version of history is
suggested by the book that accompanies the show, as well as in an animated film loop of Looty,
lolling about, tongue out, looking fashionably deshabille.

The animated film and book, created with Emerson Maxwell, share the same title: Looty Goes to
Heaven, 2022. The book-length form, offered in both English and traditional Chinese, imagines
another story for Looty. In this other world, she is given voice and agency, finally freed from her
English captors, and spirals up to heaven.

The one photograph of the real-life Looty, slumped in a chair looking as forlorn as possible,
provides an entrée not only into the history of British imperialism and its rampaging ways, but
the ongoing repercussions of the take-anything-that-isn’t-nailed-down modus operandi of
colonialist rule.

In the process of putting the show together, Lam wrote to the Royal Collection Trust, requesting
permission to include a painting of Looty (https://www.rct.uk/collection/406974/looty) in the
show. A copy of the rejection letter that she received from the Royal Collection denying the
request is blown up to poster size and is featured in the show.

As the piece entitled Rejection Letter, 2022 makes clear, it’s very hard to get stuff out the hands
of the royal family. Not much has changed in terms of the how things are taken and never
returned.

As if in a riposte to this institutional greediness, Lam shoplifted a USB key in the shape of the
Rosetta Stone from the souvenir store at the British Museum. As Lam explains, the best way to
shoplift is to also buy something at the same time. She bought one USB key and stole the other.
This is more than fitting, given what the Rosetta Stone actually represents.

As the attendant material explains: “The Rosetta Stone is one of the most famous objects in the
British Museum’s collection, and is well-known for providing a key to Egyptian hieroglyphics,
with text in both Greek and Egyptian. However, the original use of the stone was to announce a
mass amnesty, for both debtors and prisoners, in 196 BCE. This means that both financial debts
and criminal sentences were forgiven; everybody had access to a fresh start.”



Dreams with a dark edge

The good-natured and very funny aspects of the exhibition run riot throughout. Especially in the
surreal sculptures, co-created by Lam and Kwon that incorporate old toys, teapots, fountains,
gourds, all seemingly put through a funhouse mirror, so that they pop out on the other side,
becoming a curious fantasia of the deeply familiar and the distinctly odd.

But here is where things also begin to deepen and darken.

Every child, at one point or another, has drawn a version of their fantasy house from the future,
complete with a bowling alley, a movie theatre, a swimming pool, maybe a couple of different
pools. There are echoes of this particular convention in the show, coupled with the emotional
qualities that nostalgia stirs up at a certain point in life, when old things transform from cute to
mournful. It is within this interstitial territory, an emotional no-man’s-land that floats between
crepuscular sadness to more silly stuff, that the meat of the show takes place.

This quality is especially evident in another missive from the past. A student newspaper, created
when Lam was in grade school, predicts the future from a different perspective. The young artist
wrote a column that declared that women will have completely taken over and rule the European
continent. The boys in Lam’s class were more concerned with who would take over from David
Letterman on late-night television. So, maybe some things haven’t changed at all.

In addition to objects, couches, toys and sundry objects from the artist’s childhood home,
melded into new creations, the show features different artworks from the Richmond Art Gallery’s
permanent collection as well as objects from and the Richmond Public Library. And that is only
the barest dip of the toe into the show.

Amy Ching-Yan Lam and HaeAhn Woo Kwon’s sculptures incorporate all manner ephemera that creates a sharply
funny collection of work. Amy Ching-Yan Lam and HaeAhn Woo Kwon, Oopsie Compound, 2023, You don’t have
to die Library. Photo by Michael Love.



Feng shui expert Sherman Tai contributed his skills to the exhibition, suggesting that a fountain
just inside the entrance would attract people into the space. Given that there is pillar directly in
front of the front doors of the gallery, this can only help. But the fountain itself isn’t exactly
straightforward. Turn on the water and it jets out into a wastebasket placed directly in front. It’s
this mixture of familiar and weird, discombobulating, so that nothing feels certain or reliable any
longer.

And that’s largely what adult life feels like now. All the usual guideposts and signs aren’t what
they used to be. In this new territory, the hopes and dreams of the past linger like sad and broken
toys.

‘A Small but Comfy House and Maybe a Dog’ is on view at the Richmond Art Gallery to June 11.




