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EVENT TITLE: Beyond BTS & Squid Game: Korean Contemporary Poetry in 
Translation 
 
EVENT DESCRIPTION: At a time when many around the world know Korean 
culture through K-Pop and K-Dramas, Korean poetry in translation is more 
relevant than ever. Addressing leprosy, grief, and poverty, with images of a 
mirror’s sound and time uprooted like weeds, Korean poets offer poetic vision 
that resonates beyond borders. Five translators speak on the joys and challenges 
of translating Korean poems: which nuance to privilege, where to make the poetic 
leap, and how translation can feed one’s own poetry practice. 
 
EVENT CATEGORY: Translation 
 
EVENT MODERATOR & ORGANIZER: Jeanine Walker 
 
EVENT PARTICIPANTS & BIOS:  
 
Stine Su Yon An (안수연) is a poet, literary translator, and performer based in 
New York City. Her poetry and translations have appeared in FENCE, Best 
American Experimental Writing, Electric Literature, The Margins from the Asian 
American Writers Workshop, World Literature Today, and elsewhere. She holds 
an MFA in Literary Arts from Brown University and a BA in Literature from 
Harvard College. She is the recipient of fellowships from the Corporation of 
Yaddo, the American Literary Translators Association, and PEN America. Her 
interdisciplinary work explores diasporic poetics, experimental translation, and 
virtual performance. You can find her online @gregorspamsa. 
 
Marci Calabretta Cancio-Bello is a transracial adoptee and the author of Hour of 
the Ox (Pittsburgh, 2016), winner of the Donald Hall Prize for Poetry. She co-
translated Yi Won’s The World’s Lightest Motorcycle (Zephyr Press, 2021), which 
won the 2022 Translation Grand Prize from the Literature Translation Institute of 
Korea. Cancio-Bello has received fellowships from the NEA, Kundiman, Knight 
Foundation, and American Literary Translators Association, and her work has 
appeared in Kenyon Review Online, The New York Times, and more. She is co-
director for the Adoptee Literary Festival and PEN America Miami/South Florida 
Chapter, and a program manager for Miami Book Fair. www.MarciCalabretta.com 



 2 

 
Ed Bok Lee is the author of, most recently, Mitochondrial Night. Lee’s honors 
include an American Book Award, an Asian American Literary Award (Members’ 
Choice Award), and a PEN/Open Book Award. As a translator, he is a recipient of 
the 49th Modern Korean Literature Translation Grand Prize in Poetry. His 
translations have ranged from the prose of science fiction writer, Anatoli Kim 
(from Russian) to, most recently, Smiling in an Old Photograph: Poems by Kim Ki-
taek (OHM Editions) and Hail, Che Guevara! by Park Jeong Dae (Black Ocean, 
forthcoming). Lee attended kindergarten in Seoul, studied Slavic (and Central 
Asian) Languages and Literatures at UC Berkeley, and holds an MFA from Brown 
University. He teaches Fine Arts at Metro State University, as well as (for over two 
decades) in libraries, prisons, youth centers, and other programs throughout 
Minneapolis/St. Paul, MN, and beyond. 
 
Jeanine Walker is the author of the poetry collection The Two of Them Might 
Outlast Me (Groundhog Poetry Press, 2002). Her poems have appeared in 
Bennington Review, New Ohio Review, Pleiades, Prairie Schooner, and elsewhere. 
She gained her first teaching experience in Korea, where she lived for three years 
in the early 2000s, after earning her masters from Hollins University. She has been 
recognized with grants from Artist Trust, Jack Straw Cultural Center, Inprint, and 
Wonju, UNESCO City of Literature, where in 2021 she was the inaugural recipient 
of Wonju’s City’s residency fellowship at the Toji Cultural Center. She holds a 
Ph.D. in Creative Writing and Literature from the University of Houston, and 
there, studied translation with Dorothy Baker. Last week, she returned from 
Korea, where she was a visiting professor of English at Kangwon National 
University. 
 
Emily Jungmin Yoon is the author of A Cruelty Special to Our 
Species (Ecco|HarperCollins, 2018), winner of the 2019 Devil’s Kitchen Reading 
Award and finalist for the 2020 Kate Tufts Discovery Award, and Ordinary 
Misfortunes (Tupelo Press, 2017), winner of the Sunken Garden Chapbook Prize. 
She has also translated and edited a chapbook of poems, Against Healing: Nine 
Korean Poets (Tilted Axis, 2019). She has accepted awards and fellowships from 
the Poetry Foundation and Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference, among others. Yoon 
currently serves as the Poetry Editor for The Margins, the digital magazine of the 
Asian American Writers’ Workshop, and the Abigail Rebecca Cohen Postdoctoral 
Scholar at the University of Chicago.   
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OPENING REMARKS: 
 
Welcome to Beyond BTS & Squid Game: Korean Contemporary Poetry in 
Translation 
 
• For those needing or wishing to follow along to a written text, please raise your 
hand, and a printed copy will be delivered to you. 
• Please make sure that spaces marked for wheelchairs remain clear of chairs or 
other barriers. 
• Treat service animals as working animals and do not attempt to distract or pet 
them. 
• Be aware of those with chemical sensitivities and refrain from wearing scented 
products. 
• Please be aware that your fellow attendees may have invisible disabilities. Do 
not question 
anyone’s use of an accommodation while at the conference, including for chairs 
reserved for those with disabilities. 
 
Thank you. And thanks for being here with us today to discuss and celebrate 
Korean poetry, and the process of translating poetry from Korean into English in 
Welcome to Beyond BTS & Squid Game: Korean Contemporary Poetry in 
Translation. 
 
A few words on the title of our panel. In the summer of 2021, as mentioned in my 
bio, I was granted a residency in Wonju, a UNESCO City of Literature in Korea’s 
Gangwon Province. I was going there to write, and I also had a hope that I’d meet 
a poet whose work I could translate, which I did. When I told people I was going 
to Korea, though, inevitably the response was the same: do you like K-Pop? Do 
you like K-Dramas? The truth is I feel very proud of Korea for its international pop 
culture reach, but it is not my area of interest. I am and always have been 
interested in poetry. And the questions I received, even from other practitioners 
of poetry who were generally well-read, indicated to me that there may be some 
room to grow here as far as knowing and reading more Korean poets. My 
intention with this panel was to bring translators of Korean together to share the 
integrity and beauty that is the translation practice, and what we find inherent in 
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the poems we’re translating, why we love them and hope for these works to be 
widely read. I am really excited for this discussion today. 
 
The Korean poetry I’ve read in Korean and in translation is unique and visceral, 
solemn and comical, surreal and all-too-real, fully as engaged with the body as 
with the mind, and all of it, as my co-translator Shim Jaekwan would say, 
“deserves to be read.” Thanks to the hard work and dedication of translators, 
Korean in English translation is a growing field, with contemporary translations 
especially having taken off in the past decade. There are many poets in Korea, 
whose work represents political unrest, challenges and joys of the physical body, 
leprosy, poverty, and countless moments from everyday life, and more and more 
of these poems are being read in English. I am so happy to have four outstanding 
translators here with me today to share their practices. Poets translated here 
include Kim Seung-hee, Yi Won, Kim Hyesoon, Kim Ki-taek, Yoo Heekyung, Ahn 
Joo Cheol, and more. We’ll talk today about why we translate, how the process 
works for each of us, and larger questions about poetics, ethics, and identity in 
the translation process. 
 
I’ll introduce the panelists, we’ll each share some remarks about our projects, 
we’ll have a group discussion, and then we will open it up to audience questions 
for the last fifteen minutes.   
 
PARTICIPANTS INITIAL REMARKS: 
 
Jeanine Walker: To ask someone in Korean to shift into speaking casual language, 
one might say, “우리 말 놓을까요?” One literal translation of this question can 
be, “Shall we put down our tongues?” Through this metaphorical lens, Jeanine 
Walker explores her process of co-translating, alongside native speaker and 
philologist Shim Jaekwan, the poems of Ahn Joo Cheol, how this translator puts 
down her native tongue in order to be able to understand the nuance and feel the 
poemness of the poem in its original language—then picks it up again to bring the 
poem into an English that will resonate with English-speaking readers and allow 
them to feel the impact of the original. 

Stine An: Why translate contemporary Korean poetry? Stine Su Yon An shares her 
story of translating Yoo Heekyung's Today's Morning Vocabulary (2011). An 
recounts her first encounters with Yoo's writing and the decision to translate the 
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writer's debut poetry collection. She discusses the challenges of navigating tone, 
affect, and syntax in the poems and the process of gathering the "vocabulary" of 
the translation. She also delves into how translating contemporary Korean poetry 
has expanded her poetry practice and relationship to language, identity, and the 
labor of translation as a 1.5-generation immigrant who grew up in a Korean 
language community in Atlanta, Georgia. 

 
Emily Jungmin Yoon discusses Kim Hyesoon’s first collection of theoretical essays, 
To Write as a Woman: Lover, Patient, Poet, and You (2002). Yoon explains the 
process of co-translating the essays and how they inform the understanding of 
Kim’s poetry. While Kim’s poetry has been widely translated and celebrated, her 
poetics have not been translated. To Write as a Woman demonstrates how the 
prominent themes and motifs in Kim’s poetry, such as motherhood, death, 
haunting, and the grotesque body, relate to her self-theorizations as a woman 
poet in South Korea. 
 
Ed Bok Lee discusses the role of the poet-translator as a kind of cultural, linguistic, 
and, at times, historical cartographer of newly defined liminal spaces between 
two (or more) pre-existing languages and cultures. Touching on his translations of 
poets and writers ranging from Kim Ki-taek (South Korean) to Anatoli Kim 
(Kazak/Russian), Lee investigates both the limits and limitlessness suggested in 
poet, writer, translator, and diplomat Czesław Miłosz’s notion of “Language is the 
only homeland.”   
 
Marci Calabretta Cancio-Bello discusses Yi Won’s The World’s Lightest 
Motorcycle (Zephyr Press, 2021), describing the communal nature of poetry in 
translation among author, translator(s), and audience across time and culture. 
Cancio-Bello also shares the complexities of what “accuracy” means regarding 
literal, contextual, ethical, and poetic decisions in the translation process, and 
how that has impacted her own work as both a writer and organizer. 
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Autopsy 
 

By Kim Hyesoon, trans. from Korean by Don Mee Choi 
From Autobiography of Death (New Directions, 2018) 

 
Sister’s crying, Brother’s crying 
Why did you leave when it’s not your turn yet? 
  
In your room, two bottles of soju and a box of sleeping pills 
I can’t swallow the pills because my throat hurts* 
That’s why I can’t sleep 
Whenever I drink, I hit my mom, hit my sister, hit my brother 
Even if I take sleeping pills 
it hurts hurts hurts 
Revenge revenge revenge 
My eyeballs roll back even in my sleep 
  
Under my blanket soldiers in blue outfits march with guns with bayonets 
Bloodshot eyeballs roll around in my crotch 
The soldiers’ yelling lives inside the cast of my broken arm 
  
They beat the shit out of me 
They stabbed the shit out of me 
  
Yet they’re the ones who are crying. My mom cries, my sister cries, my brother 

cries, my son cries 
  
I wake up from my dream and get out of bed 
I hear my mom, sister, brother wailing in the living room 
  
They say I’m dead 
 
 
* From Cho Yong-bom’s “A Psychological Study of Suicide Prevention and 
Societal Support for the Participants of the Democratic Movement, May 1980 
Gwangju Uprising.” 
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Moderator Questions 
 
1. Considering the title of our panel, “Beyond BTS & Squid Game”—and what is 
seen, learned, heard, or believed about Korea through music and film—what do 
you think your readers discover about Korea through the poems you translate? Or 
what might you hope they discover? 
 
2. How do your poets write within or against the Korean conventions and 
grammars of gender, and what are your approaches to translating that? 
 
3. You’re all poets as well as translators. What is it about the poets you’ve chosen 
that resonates with you as poets? How do you balance your poetry practice with 
the practice of translation—and how do these two practices inform each other? 
 
4. What aspect of a poem do you tend to prioritize when you translate? Is it 
different for each poem, or each poet? How do you make those decisions? Could 
you talk for a bit about how the different structures of Korean and English come 
into consideration when you’re moving a poem from one language to the next? 
 
 
 
 


