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George Bowering is writing Soft Zipper 
in Jalisco in a rented holiday apartment. He’s 
writing in the Vancouver condominium he 
shares with his wife Jean, in his triangular study. 
And he’s writing within and with the memory 
of other rooms, other spaces — the porch of 
his old rambling house in Kerrisdale, the artist 
Greg Curnoe’s Richmond Street studio in 
London Ontario, his mother’s kitchen table in 
Oliver B.C., his cherished ballpark, the Roman 
room John Keats died in. “Prose is a spatial 
experience” George said in a 1979 interview, 
and it’s clear in these pages that memory is 
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too. The supple scale of space, from dresser 
drawer to American road trip, here folds and 
regroups the poet’s craft — for George’s prose 
is poet’s prose, with its joyous attention to the 
detail of syntax, the humour and mystery of 
juxtaposition, and the music of tone. 

Soft Zipper, a fragmented anti-memoir 
which organizes a lifetime of vignettes and 
recollections around a resolutely objective, 
rather than subjective point of view, borrows 
a structure, and subtitles — Objects, Food, 
Rooms — from American modernist Gertrude 
Stein’s 1914 volume Tender Buttons. What 
Stein discovered in writing her prose poems 
(also while on holiday, but in Spain), was that 
space is a synthetic perception. We compose 
it retrospectively with glimpses, borrowings, 
visual and musical rhymes and puns, and the 
staccato movement of our attention. In Tender 
Buttons the domestic detritus assembled by 
early Cubists in their still life collages finds 
its way across into her prose poems, and 
becomes there a plastic field of syntactic 
experiment, “the rhythm of the visible world” 
as she later explained. Where Stein’s ear is 
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In this (after all) conventional debate 
between science and subjectivity, I had 
arrived at this curious notion: why mightn’t 
there be, somehow, a new science for each 
object? A mathesis singularis (and no longer 
universalis)?
 – Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida
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THE SKULLCAP

In the bottom of a drawer beside the bed in 
our condominium there is a piece of dusty old 
felt. Once in a while I give it a feel with my 
crooked fingers and I get a rush of dirty sweet 
feeling for my childhood curiosity. The thing is 
a folded skullcap with little shapes cut out of 
the felt –– stars, half-moons, planets, triangles. 
Every morning of my childhood and whenever 
I was home after that, I would see this soft blue 
half-ball on my father’s head, where it had the job 
of smoothing his tangled brown hair. One time I 
asked about this cap and he told me he had made 
it when he was a schoolboy, and so I knew why it 
was as small on his dome as a yarmulke, though 
of course I didn’t know what that was. Now here 
I am, a man quite a bit older than he ever got, and 
all these decades later I wonder about two things 
concerning my father the skullcap maker. How 
did he and his classmates, if he did this work in a 
class at school or at his church camp, make these 
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perfect little astrology holes in the felt, and more 
important, how did he make it work as a cap on 
his head? Not a flat circle but half of a hollow 
ball? Over the years after I somehow acquired 
or inherited it –– I must have told my mother 
and brothers it was the only thing I wanted –– I 
would try it on, but though I habitually wear hats 
of one sort or the other, I have never worn this 
skullcap out of the house, and never for longer 
than a minute inside the house. Yet I have kept it 
since my father died half a century ago. I saw it 
just this morning, while I sat on the edge of the 
bed, my hair in an awful tangle.
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THE GUN

When I was in grade three I felt unarmed. All 
the boys had guns, or wished they had guns. I 
wished that I had a gun. The most popular game 
for boys was guns. Some of the time we played 
swords, so we all had skinned knuckles that 
made our mothers look up at the ceiling. A few 
years later, after my family moved into town, 
I had a famous sword that had been through 
innumerable battles. It had serious dents, but a 
lot of enemy swordsmen had lost their wooden 
blades in unfortunate challenges. But back when 
I was in grade three my parents somehow got 
wind of the fact that I pined for a gun. As far as 
I knew, the only way a boy could get a gun was 
in the form of a Christmas or birthday present. In 
the weeks previous to my eighth birthday I must 
have been ramping up the hints, walking around 
the house or outside, manouevering between 
apple trees, pointing at invisible adversaries with 
a crooked twig, and making that boy’s expulsive 
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mouth sound that does not in the least resemble 
the report of a real revolver or automatic. On the 
first day of December, my birthday, in case you 
wanted to know, arrived, and yes, Georgie got 
his gun. I immediately performed my fictional 
thanks. Guns were supposed to be constructed 
of some metal, and came, if they were revolvers, 
in a belted holster, and if they were automatics 
they should have looked like the kind of steel that 
kidnappers and Nazis were afraid of. My gun was 
made of rather softish wood, a kind of squarish 
thing. When I pulled the trigger (you could not 
squeeze that item that was probably kept taut by 
a rubber band), it said click.
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