
Portland 

At the Denver gate for my connecting flight to Portland I saw an older man in a T-shirt that read “I am 
out of my mind. / Please leave a message.” I wondered if he was headed to the AWP too. I thought he 
was older, but the truth is he might have been my age, which is to say probably too old for the AWP, or 
anyway too old to be excited about attending the conference and working its book fair yet again, too old 
to be surprised by what could be seen there. How old does one have to be before it’s okay to ignore the 
new poets? Somewhere around my age, I hope, though I’m still curious about them. Many of them have 
websites, often very slick websites. Do they teach website design in some MFA programs or does one 
still have to find money to pay a pro? And some of the new poets have agents. They mind their Twitter 
accounts as if they were novelists.  

It was thirty-one years ago when I was last in Portland, where in 1987-88 I taught for a year at Reed 
College. I’d been warned that Portland wasn’t what it was then, and while I saw a lot of buildings that 
were new and bigger highways with more homeless people camped beside them, the vibe was much the 
same as I remembered, however much real estate prices have increased, which was what the Uber driver 
wanted to talk about when I told him how long it had been. I liked Portland when I lived there—
actually in Milwaukie, which was more affordable—though we didn’t eat at the better restaurants and 
had little time to explore the microbreweries that were beginning to appear.  I’m pretty sure I’d like it 
now that I have enough money to do most of what I want to do, if still rarely enough time to do it.  
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Even if I had all the time in the world, I wouldn’t care all that much about learning about the latest 
trends in the literary world. At one of our author signings at the Miami University Press booth, a writer 
who is even older than I am but new to the AWP looked over the conference program and noted that 
none of the writers who meant a lot to him when he started writing and teaching were represented in 
the program. I hadn’t looked at the program and still haven’t, since I rarely attend talks or panels at 
AWP, limiting myself to the book fair and offsite readings. Is it still true that AWP panels are mostly 
about offering professional advice? I can’t say. But a talented graduate student fiction writer who 
worked a shift at our table said when I asked her about the panels, “If one more person tells me not to 
give up I am going to toss a book at them.” So maybe not much has changed with the panels, even if the 
writing under discussion, when there is writing under discussion, is different.  

This was a bigger AWP than Tampa’s, a bigger book fair too. Our booth was across from the 
Kickstarter double booth, where they had rented vintage 1970s couches and put a potted plant, also 
rented, on a coffee table beside bookshelves and a desk—all meant to suggest a living room where one 
could kick back to hear about Kickstarter. Elsewhere among the long rows of booths and tables I found 
former English teacher Jen Siems at her Immortal Perfumes table and talked with her about the 
perfumes she was selling, especially her Dead Writers ™ Perfumes, which she was selling with a sheet 

https://www.immortalperfumes.com/
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describing possible lesson plans to go with them. Samplers were $5, larger bottles $30. I asked Jen if 
she’d been to AWP previously, and she indicated that she’d had a table at the conference three years ago 
and did well. A card prepared for one Dead Writers perfume describes it: “The scent of old libraries and 
the ghosts of words past await in this bookish blend of heliotrope, black tea, vetiver, clove, vanilla & 
tobacco.” I didn’t sample it and gave it to my daughter so that she could give it to a friend in Boston 
who has started making perfumes. I’m still waiting on his review. Even the least pungent of us will be 
dead writers someday.  

There were many booths and tables worthy of scrutiny for reasons other than the books or swag on 
display, but the strangest exhibit was surely the yurt set up to promote the Oregon State University-
Cascades graduate programs. One entered via its flap to recline on cushions and listen to relaxing music. 
I never relax at the AWP and can’t recall what the music was, though I peered into the yurt and talked 
with a few of the graduate students affiliated with the program. I didn’t have the nerve to ask how much 
it cost to rent a yurt. I was through Bend, Oregon once driving back from Portland on my way to 
Chicago and points beyond in Ohio. All I know about it is that it has the last Blockbuster Video. That 
has to be a good sign.  But a yurt? Was it supposed to remind me of the future that is being arranged for 
us in Kazakhstan thanks to the Belt and Road Initiative? Perhaps somebody had a sufficiently wry sense 
of humor to know that surviving AWP is a little like winning at kokpar? There are more traditional 
ways to relax at AWP, to be sure. More than a few writers made their way to the dispensaries.  

Just as I did last year, I made my way up and down the rows of the book fair scanning tables in search of 
books that might interest me by authors I hadn’t heard of, in order to report on them for Dispatches.  I 
came away with nearly two bags full, enough to fill the big AWP conference bag and a smaller Pen 
America bag. Two bags rather than three, which would have allowed me to allude to a poem by the late 
great Tom Leonard. I didn’t want to buy more than that not only because I’d have to carry them home 
but also because I had other books already coming in the mail, including Wang Ping’s Life of Miracles 
Along the Yangtze and Mississippi (U Georgia, 2018) and two books beautifully made by the young 
English poet and publisher Ian Heames: J. H. Prynne’s Of Better Scrap (Face Press, 2019) and Tom 
Raworth’s Save Your Eyes (Face Press, 2018), the latter consisting of translations of Vincente Huidobro 
and Hans Arp.   

At the AWP I stopped by the BatCat Press table again, where one always finds creatively designed 
books, and bought my copy of Dustin Nightingale’s Ghost Woodpecker, 5”x5” with a Kodachrome slide 
set in its cover. I noted that there was a different slide for every copy. Mine has a photograph of a 
mother posing with her pissed off toddler outside a suburban home long ago. I bought three books from 
the excellent Spork Press: Dalton Day’s Spooky Action at a Distance (2018), Dorothy Chan’s Attack of 
the Fifty-Foot Centerfold (2018), and Kathleen Rooney’s The Listening Room (2018). I admire Spork’s 
books especially for the design work of Drew Burk and the cover designs of Richard Siken. I bought a 
few of the many books Action Books had for sale, as I know that the editors there publish work in 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/aug/15/kokpar-kazakhstan-ancient-sport-for-modern-times
https://thirdfactory.wordpress.com/2010/09/20/attention-span-2010-keith-tuma/
https://batcatpress.com/
http://sporkpress.com/
https://actionbooks.org/
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translation that interests me. Two were by South Korean poets: Kim Hyesoon’s A Drink of Red 
Mirror (2019), translated by Jiwon Shin, Lauren Albin, and Sue Hyon Bae, and Kim Yideum’s 
Hysteria, translated by Jake Levine, Soeun Seo, and Hedgie Choi. I bought Melisa Machado’s The Red 
Song (2018), translated by Seth Michelson, from the same press. I was curious about the title of Angela 
Veronica Wong’s Animal Suicides, a chapbook from Sixth Finch Books. The poems use a narrow, fast  
line: “my wife is under all / this pain the human / quoted the antelope to / the human it was an / 
imprecise quote there / was no fact-checking / the giraffe’s tongue / texture is like spray / paint a 
number of / things could happen / think of twenty years / later and where that / glass is that tiny / 
chipped juice glass[.]” I love the energy of this writing, but I am still processing it, so check back with 
me later. Letter Machine Editions has published books that have received a lot of attention, and when I 
spotted its table I picked up Renee Angle’s WoO (2016) and Jessica Laser’s Sergei Kuzmich from All 
Sides (2019). I saw the latest number of an Ohio magazine I often hear praised, Forklift, Ohio and 
bought it and in doing so saw a book from Slope Editions, which shared its table, B. J. Soloy’s Our 
Pornography and Other Disaster Songs (2019), which has a foreword by Ocean Vuong.  I bought a 
chapbook by Rebecca Van Laer with a title that is Raworthian, though the poems within are not; this is 
Don’t Nod (2018), published by Long Day Press. There were other books, though I’ve already listed 
more than I want to review, and many journals I hadn’t seen, including Vestiges, which publishes issues 
on topics (#4 on aphasia), and The Bare Life Review, which caught my eye for its title out of Giorgio 

http://sixthfinch.com/store.html
http://www.lettermachine.org/
https://twitter.com/forkliftohio?lang=en
http://www.slopeeditions.org/
http://www.longdaypress.com/
http://blacksunlit.com/vestiges/
https://www.barelifereview.org/
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Agamben. This is a journal edited by a team of writers led by Nyuol Lueth Tong and dedicated to 
immigrant and refugee writing. Its first number is full of terrific work, beginning with a story about a 
mattress by Ariel Dorfman.  I should also mention the fierce journal that Eirik Steinhoff gave me, thank 
you very much, called Counter-Signals, edited by Jack Henrie Fisher in Chicago. Its first number, on 
militant print, includes an interview Steinhoff did with Raworth about his legendary publication 
Infolio.  

So much for partial lists. Just as I was starting into this report one of America’s great small press editors, 
Matvei Yankelvich of Ugly Duckling Presse, turned up in Oxford to give a talk on a panel about 
publishing, and now I have even more books, including The Winter Garden Photograph (2019), a book 
by the Cuban poet Reina María Rodríguez translated by Kristin Dykstra, with Nancy Gates Madsen. I 
heard Dykstra read with Steinhoff and others at an excellent offsite reading at Portland’s Passages 
Bookshop, where Keith Waldrop’s collages were on view.  I won’t list the rest of the recent haul and will 
instead take up the three books I bought in Portland that, so far, have interested me most.  

Dorothy Chan’s funny, exuberant poetry about her experience and the experience of her family in 
Hong Kong, Las Vegas, Allentown, Pennsylvania, and elsewhere is attuned to local differences in 
consumer culture and, as her title suggests, to the ways that Hollywood perpetuates Asian fetishes and 
misogynist representations of women, sex and sexuality. She takes all of this on and turns it upside 
down. Here’s the middle poem of a triptych consisting of “Sinatra,” “Surfer Dudes,” and “Salome”: 

Why do I lust for blond boys surfing, tanning, 
fucking you on a rock, combing your hair 
with their hands to give you a whole new world, 
since all my flings have hated dim sum, but I hate 
how they use a fork instead of chopsticks. 
I guess that’s why people only die of love 
in the movies, so save the drama, 
the dozen roses delivered at her doorstep, 
the heart-shaped pizzas that say “I love you.” 
No, give me some ribs and fried dumplings 
and enough words in your mouth that mean 
something while I wear my tee that reads 
“Please Touch Gently” because I’m a woman 
and you can’t top my superpower. 

Maybe this is not the best poem in the book, but that last turn between the penultimate and final line is 
part of what I admire in these poems as they present a confident, apparently fearless voice that reminds 
me a little of Bernadette Mayer’s. Other poem titles should also give you an idea of the book: “My 
Father is the Son of a Concubine,” “Triple Sonnet of Fried Food for Buzzie,” and “Let’s Skip the 

http://www.counter-signals.net/
https://www.uglyducklingpresse.org/
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Bondage Club Tonight, Honey” (“That’s when you know you are not the side salad / but the surf and 
turf”). Buzzie is Chan’s late dog, now “in heaven eating fried chicken / because it’s Christmas . . . 
sending me a message from the clouds, / a holiday hello, a have fun while you can, Dorothy.”   

The poems are arranged in three sections. The middle section, “My Chinatown,” is a sonnet series 
interesting for its account of the poet’s parents and grandparents negotiating American and 
Kowloon(ish) culture (they find Mong Kok, the Times Square of Hong Kong, too “touristy”) and for 
its experiments with stanza shape within the sonnet. Chan is one of the new poets with a flashy website, 
and at one page at her site you can read reviews of her book and interviews with the poet by clicking on 
links set against a background of jellyfish. The following remarks from Vida: Women in Literary Arts 
helped me read the poems:   

All my poetry is about women and being a woman, especially being a queer woman of  color. I 
personally have a lot of trouble feeling feminine, despite all the girly things I like. But maybe 
that’s performance. Maybe I like to talk in an assertive voice and be in charge, wearing a short 
skirt and Hello Kitty accessories maybe I want to show how women can be strong regardless of 
what they are wearing or how they present. Being a woman is so multi-dimensional, and I want 
to honor that in my poetry. 

I know nothing about life in Hong Kong, but after reading Chan’s poems I think I know at least a little 
about her life as someone with a family from Hong Kong.  It’s been awhile since I’ve been to Vegas and 
Allentown, too. I liked her rough syntax always ready for a turn or new detail or qualification, as in the 
run-on sentence at the end of the title poem: 

So what does this fifty-foot-centerfold have left to do? 
Godzilla needed a building, but I’ll take 
a billboard, knock it down, 
let some cars roller-coaster down my legs, 
then return home, sit for a royal portrait 
by the pool as the photographer tells me 
to take the Double Z off and he freezes, 
and my men come by with buckets, 
pour the champagne down my body, 
and I dare ten of them to lick me, but they freeze 
at my womanhood so much that I’ll just have to 
share myself with the world as the cars stop and stare 
me down Hollywood Boulevard, all the way 
to the beach, if there’s still a beach. 

It is some ways from Hollywood to the beach, I think, though the water is everywhere rising. I’m 
confident that readers will follow these poems all the way there. 

https://www.dorothypoetry.com/pressandreviews
http://www.vidaweb.org/voices-of-bettering-american-poetry-volume-3-dorothy-chan/?fbclid=IwAR0U_9XjiHK1vtEr23BEtD4IkZr9-YmM57vRHygdT6wN5iVjXjK0jK5Acz4
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Last year in reporting on the Tampa AWP book fair I praised the ongoing project at the Lincoln Park 
Performing Arts Charter School in Midland, Pennsylvania, where great care goes into making books. 
Alas, when I stopped back to look at this year’s goods nobody working at the table had seen my 
review—so much for the reach of Dispatches. Dustin Nightingale’s Ghost Woodpecker, one of this year’s 
offerings from BatCat, is printed in an edition of 100, “handset in Caslon type from the Dale Guild 
Type Foundry, printed on a hand-fed American Printing Machines press, then handbound.” A few of 
the poems in the little book plus one that is not part of it that is an apt response to teaching creative 
writing can be found at the American Journal of Poetry website. Ghost Woodpecker is made of poems in 
two or three lines, sometimes but not always with a line that counts as a title. This makes the work of 
special interest to me, since I like tiny poems that hit quickly to make the reader consider what it is that 
is being suggested or recognized, or to present a trope or analogy. Whether we’re talking about haiku or 
something more deadpan like Aram Saroyan’s poems I like short poems. Some of Nightingale’s poems 
are closer to haiku, as is the first of them: 

Sunrise 

Crickets at a cocktail party 
all leaving at once. 

But in other poems he’s a little closer to Saroyan: 

I’ll Quit Tomorrow. 

I’ll quit tomorrow. 

The second thought is inevitably muted. Nightingale can be earnest as well as clever— isn’t the second 
thought usually the more earnest one? 

Aliens 

Just like God, please don’t be mean. 

For god’s sake, yes. These poems gather force in numbers, as is typical in a good series, and this is a series 
rather than a sequence, though two poems use the same second line with a different opening:  

Adolescence 

The gray comes in buckets. 

http://www.theamericanjournalofpoetry.com/v2-nightingale.html
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and then 

North Dakota 

The gray comes in buckets. 

Where there is earnestness it does not bother me, and I appreciate the hint of bitterness in the final 
poem: 

True Romance 

We pretend to love each other so much that we do. 

In the book, though, that second line is broken after “much” to make three lines total; the small book 
requires use of the third line. So the format is not perfect for these poems, even if it is close enough. 
Now I have given you almost a third of the book, though it’s the book object that you’ll want, together 
with your own Kodachrome slide. There was a Paul Simon song called “Kodachrome,” as perhaps you’ll 
remember. It was not my favorite. That was 1973, a long time ago. The slides are likely from that era. 

As I noted in listing some of my purchases, the excellent Action Books has two new books of South 
Korean poetry in translation. If we make it out of the Trump nightmare translation should boom, and 
South Korean writing should be at the top of the list for obvious reasons. Thanks to the work of Tinfish 
Press and Action Books and especially the translations of Don Mee Choi, Kim Hyesoon is the better 
known of the two poets. A Drink of Red Mirror is a translation of her eighth book, first published in 
Seoul in 2004.  I prefer the more in-your-face writing of Kim Yideum in Hysteria, her second book in 
English translation, following Cheer Up, Femme Fatale (2016). No blurbs grace the cover of Hysteria, 
the back cover being instead given over to reprinting the book’s opening prose poem, perhaps as a better 
way to draw in the potential reader: 

Shit. What’s this expensive dish? I didn’t order this. I said jjajangmyeon, you know, simple 
noodles with black bean sauce? Look, here. No, Ma’am. You said seafood. Really? Should I get 
the owner? Make him fix it? Shit. If I complain this dude will get bitched at. The price will be 
deducted from his wage. Or worse, he’ll get the axe. I’d eat it if he apologized, but he didn’t give 
me pickled radishes. He didn’t say sorry. If only he had  apologized. To me who doesn’t receive 
forgiveness, to me who takes the blame. Me expelled, me deleted, after not putting forth the 
effort to argue, why is it always me who apologizes? It’s not like I haven’t been in his shoes, but 
maybe I mispronounced the dish? Shit. I’m really gonna eat it. Even though I hate abalone. 
Fuck sliced vegetables.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8rlDTK6QI-w
https://tinfishpress.com/
https://tinfishpress.com/
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I suppose that, in English at least, it may seem like this little story means to work up to the pun near its 
end about eating shit.  

In his helpful note about translating Kim Yideum, Jake Levine notes that her poems use different 
speakers and “a revolving cast of characters” and that it’s not always clear “who’s doing the talking.” 

Another hurdle is style. Kim Yideum’s poems are often intentionally excessive, awkward and 
irrational. I think this is part of her practice of resistance against Korean literary culture. She is an 
outsider, a force of change against the established norms of tight, image-driven, lyrical poetry. She 
uses long accumulations of adjectives, excessive adverbs. The speaker interrupts herself in thought. 
Contradicts. Uses naughty puns. While her jumps land softly in Korean, when the English 
equivalents fell flat we had to tighten things up so the translation didn’t seem sloppy. 

It’s hard to know how to take the last claim without the ability to read the poems in their original 
language, and I know nothing more about the poet than what I can find online. The last paragraph 
about her writing at Wikipedia says that her “poems are known for their grotesque and provocative 
motifs” and “feature single mothers, prostitutes, people with disabilities, divorced women, queers, 
mental patients, beggars, the elderly poor, and other minority groups. She observes the order governing 
their marginalized world and seeks new artistic possibilities through it.”  Kim Yideum is older than the 
other two poets reviewed here, not that one has to be older to know about shit, so to speak. As a sample 
of her work here’s the ending of “Ten Days of Blood”: 

Today is a date that has become extraordinary. 
Hypersensitive, I want to steal shit I don’t need. 
I pull my panties down and put the pad on straight 
but running around all day, I think to myself 
what’s the point? 

You are the kind of person 
who doesn’t talk about what happened at the well and in the market 
the day your hometown fell into martial law 
and I’m like the so-called youth 
I count my birth control pills and bitch about everything. 

Next to the police station 
I want to tear out my uterus and kick it to heaven. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kim_Yi-deum
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The poem opens with italicized voices talking about slaughtering a pig and shifts without wasting time 
to a set of intimate, urgent questions that allude to Kim Koo and Yukdang1 and the inability of 
language to speak the truth of trauma: “Tell me! Those that saw it kept their mouths shut.”  The poem 
is wild, powerful, angry. 

While the English versions can be unruly as writing leaning into prose, consider also the shorter lines of 
this tighter lyric: 

The Gift of Darkness 
 
Darkness gifts song. 
The edges of shadows are pointy. 
The shadow flops abruptly on the floor. 
It becomes a sharp and angular shape. 
The friendlier the wind, the faster a candle burns out. 
Your shadow jabs my heart. 
Ughhh, my anorexic light, one day you will disappear. 
 
When we walked down the dark river 
someone sang an old hit. . .  
Like it wasn’t even dark 
like it wasn’t even late 
all of us wanted to sing. 
Because it was dark 
we wanted to sing 
even though the wax had covered the wick. 
 

I thought of Brecht’s “Motto,” especially after reading that the poet once spent a semester in Berlin. I 
also remembered a favorite Brecht story as I thought about the speaker of “The Pleasure of Not 
Knowing”: “The lady looks bewildered. / What is she writing in the sand with her finger for? / Really, 
it’s none of my business.” Later, to end the poem, the speaker says, “With a face like a cracked teacup, 
I’m smiling.” Stoical then? But I love a line earlier in the poem: “The evening giggles.” 

                                                      
1 The notes identify Kim Koo as a “Korean politician who fought for independence during the Japanese 
occupation.” Yukdang “was a Korean historian and leader of the independence movement during the 
Japanese occupation.” 
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You get older and more and more of the poets you once read as friends you are obliged to read as dead 
friends. Your conversation with them continues, but their work is their only part of it. It’s not the same. 
But Portland seems much the same—easy to deal with, friendly, unpretentious. And some of the poems 
I found there are pretty good, funny or fierce or both. 

 

 




