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This is a library, of sorts. Rather than stories
written on paper and bound into books, this library, by
Toronto-based artist Emma Nishimura, captures the
fleeting nature of family memories. Nishimura cares for
these memories, visually wrapping them like furoshiki, a
traditional Japanese bundle used to contain food and gifts.
The stories here—memories of the experience and effects
of the uprooting, exile and internment of 22,000 Japanese
Canadians during the Second World War—are sensitive;
Nishimura’s use of the furoshiki underscores a need for
caretaking of these narratives and their people.
To understand Nishimura’s work, it is important
to understand the history she examines. During the Second
World War, in response to the Japanese attack on Pearl
Harbor in December 1941, Japanese Canadians living within
100 miles of British Columbia’s coast were uprooted from
their homes by the Canadian government. Approximately
22,000 Japanese Canadians were sent to internment camps
in British Columbia, sugar beet farms in Manitoba and
Alberta, self-supporting camps, road camps, or prisoner
of war camps. During this period, all Japanese Canadians’
possessions were destroyed or sold by the government;
proceeds from sales helped fund the internment.
The war ended in 1945, but Japanese Canadians
could not return to the coast until April 1, 1949. As a result,
many Japanese Canadians moved to Eastern Canada
following the war, and rebuilt their lives. For most, it was
important to try to integrate into the dominant “Canadian”
culture of the time, to ensure the events of the internment
would never happen again. For subsequent generations,
this meant European customs tended to dominate over
Japanese ones in the home and use and facility of the
Japanese language was mostly lost.1 In 1988, after a
lengthy advocacy campaign by the National Association
of Japanese Canadians (NAJC), Prime Minister Brian
Mulroney issued an apology on behalf of the Canadian
government. A financial settlement, known as Redress,

was disbursed. There was substantial artistic activity
related to the politics of Redress among Japanese
Canadians, as survivors and descendants began publicly
exploring memories and history.
Emma Nishimura heard some stories of her
family’s internment history from her grandparents,
parents, and aunt, but was aware that some were not
being shared. One contributing factor that led to these
silences was active assimilation. Nishimura recalls a
family story about her father’s first day of kindergarten
that exemplifies her grandparents’ desire to fit in: “After
the first day, the teacher called home and said, ‘I can’t
understand your son.’ And so, from that point on, they
stopped speaking Japanese in their home.”2 As in many
Japanese Canadian homes, the linguistic silence came
with a silence about the internment.
Nishimura’s body of work, then, can be seen
as an attempt to fill these silences. The first of the two
works here, Collected Narratives, is a series of etchings in
the shape of furoshiki. The etchings feature narratives of
second-generation Japanese Canadians Frank Moritsugu,
Terry Idenouye, Harold Miwa, and Keo Shibatani and thirdgeneration Japanese Canadians Lillian Michiko Blakey, and
Kathy Nishimura (Nishimura’s aunt). Nishimura’s mother,
Jeanie Nishimura, is also featured, recounting stories
she learned from her in-laws. Emma Nishimura conducts
interviews as part of this work and uses transcribed text
to form the lines in her detailed etchings. The process
involves listening to stories repeatedly, and reading the
words for days as she prepares the plates, writing in
impossibly tiny text. As the final component of this work,
Emma gifts each narrator with an original print.
The second work, Archive of Rememory, is a
careful arrangement of three-dimensional furoshiki,
printed with photographs from Nishimura’s family
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archive. For these pieces, Nishimura, a fourth-generation
Japanese Canadian, prints photographs on flax and abaca
paper, and ties each photograph around a bundle of sand
until the paper dries. Then, Nishimura drains the sand, so
while the bundles look solid, like stones, they are actually
paper thin. The images are printed at a range of levels of
contrast, emphasizing how some memories are rendered
clearly in our minds, while others are harder to recall.
Nishimura’s pieces can be seen as examples of
Japanese Canadian post-memory. Post-memory, a term
coined by Marianne Hirsch, refers to the indirect influence
of trauma on future generations; she suggests children
and grandchildren of survivors are often the ones tasked
with sense-making of difficult histories. 3 Nishimura is not
alone in her explorations of internment post-memory. She
works alongside other Japanese Canadian contemporary
artists, such as Cindy Mochizuki and Steven Nunoda,
who explore Japanese Canadian experiences, as well as
non-Japanese Canadian artists such as Gloria Daly, Leslie
Hossack, and Michael Kluckner, who consider the way
the internment shaped British Columbia. The internment
history is also well represented in Canadian theatre, film
and literary arts, by creators such as Tetsuro Shigematsu,
Chris Hope, and the indomitable Joy Kogawa, among
others. 4
Additionally, political and healing elements
are implicit, but important, in Nishimura’s work. At a
smaller scale, her work parallels art promoting healing
in marginalized communities and populations who
have experienced trauma, such as the Walking With
Our Sisters memorial (commemorating murdered and
missing Indigenous women in Canada) and the NAMES
Project: AIDS Memorial Quilt (an international art project
celebrating lives of people who passed away due to AIDS). 5
In both these larger pieces and in Nishimura’s work,
the intention is similar: to create places to contemplate
difficult, unknown histories. An abiding question all the
aforementioned artists and projects share is one probed by
Nishimura here: what are the lingering effects of systemic
discrimination on individual lives? It is proving to be a vital
question in our increasingly multicultural world.
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