
From From: Graywolf Press Writers on Origin and Dislocation 
Number: F179 
Date/Time: 12:10pm - 1:25pm on Friday March 10, 2023 
Location: Terrace Suite I, Summit Building, Seattle Convention Center, Level 4 
 
Event Description 
This panel borrows its title from Monica Youn’s new poetry collection, which in turn 
alludes to the question “But where are you from from?” often posed to those 
assumed to be from elsewhere. Here, writers of poetry, fiction, and nonfiction 
published by Graywolf consider their complex and variable answers. They discuss 
how they engage with race, heritage, transience, and migration in their work, and the 
ways they destabilize the notion of singular origins for our language and our bodies. 
The panel will also yield discussions about labor and work outside of writing.  
 
Agenda 
The moderator will begin the event by reading the reminders from AWP and 
introducing the panelists with their bios. The four panelists will give a 5-7-minute 
introduction, focusing on how they and their writing answer or don’t answer the 
question “where are you from”/“where are you from from.” The moderator will then 
open up discussion with a list of questions prepared in advance for about 30 minutes. 
The panel will end with a 10-15-minute Q&A. 
 
Event Participants 
Monica Youn   
Short Bio: Monica Youn is the author of FROM FROM. She has been awarded a 
Guggenheim Fellowship, the Levinson Prize, and the William Carlos Williams Prize 
and has been a finalist for the National Book Award, the National Book Critics Circle 
Award and the Kingsley Tufts Award. She is a professor at UC Irvine. 
 
Manuel Muñoz    
Short Bio: Manuel Muñoz is the author of four books, including his latest story 
collection, The Consequences. The recipient of a Whiting Writers’ Award, he teaches 
at the University of Arizona. 
 
Lars Horn    



Short Bio: Lars Horn is a writer and translator working in literary and experimental 
non-fiction. Their first book, VOICE OF THE FISH, won the 2020 Graywolf 
Nonfiction Prize, the 2023 Great Lakes College Association New Writers Award in 
Nonfiction, and was an American Booksellers Association Indies Introduce Selection. 
Their writing has appeared in Granta, VQR, and the Kenyon Review. 
 
Panelist Intro Outlines 
From the description: The four panelists will give a 5-7-minute introduction, focusing 
on how they and their writing answer or don’t answer the question “where are you 
from”/“where are you from from.” 
 
Monica: 
I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve been asked the question from which I took 
my title. “Where are you from…? No—where are you from from?” Often enough 
that I began thinking of the phrase as unintentionally apt. To be “from from” is to 
be a citizen of unbelonging, a permanent resident of the liminal zone – Asians 
think you’re not “Asian enough”; Americans think you’re not “American enough.” 
You grow up forever feeling like a knock-off, not “authentically” anything, a hollow 
core where a homeland should be. Your racial identity – such as it is – is a 
conflicted mishmash of Westerners’ stereotypes of Asians –robotic overachievers, 
exotic fetish objects, sinister aliens. 
I wrote this book to try to give form and voice to the experience of deracination – 
uprootedness. So much of American culture treats Asian Americans as a byproduct 
of American wars and foreign policy, with a storyline whose climax is immigration. 
There’s been much less focus on specifically Asian American perspectives and 
Asian American consciousness, to the post-immigrant generations who don’t quite 
belong to either culture. I also wanted to delve into the positioning of the Asian 
other in Western consciousness – from classical Greece to the present-day US. 
Why are Westerners both attracted to and suspicious of the figure of the Asian? 
Why do Asian fetishism and anti-Asian hate function as two sides of the same coin? 
And how does this poisonous atmosphere beget the betrayals and self-doubt that 
haunt Asian American identity? 
 
Manuel: 



I often talk about the first time I drafted a story outside of my graduate workshop.  I 
was away from any eyes and ears and I felt a new liberty to write whatever I liked.  
The first paragraph stayed more or less intact.  It was a description of the landscape, 
the Central Valley—the Valley, as I call it—and when I think about it now, I’m not 
surprised that there’s no one in it.  “Just at the base of the foothills, the town levels a 
space for itself between the vineyards of summer raisins and the fruit orchards.”  That 
I felt compelled to personify the Valley first, approaching the terrain of where my 
stories would be firmly set for years to come, tells me a lot about the interaction I 
have—my community has—with the place that sustains it and vice versa. 
In the smaller towns of the Valley, the “from” is nearly always Mexico, but the ripple 
in this question for me is the awareness of a cycle:  there’s a “to” here as well, a 
coming and going, una ida y una vuelta.  Over the years, the tension in “not 
belonging” or not being “from” has been complicated (and maybe even softened) by 
my growing understanding that the Valley is both here and there—aquí y allá.  The 
people who have made up who I am had personal histories in the Valley, but they 
were nearly always tied to another place, too, rendering “here” and “there” almost 
comically impossible to separate.  “There” makes up “here.”  You can tell the story 
from “allá” if you must, or have no other way.  But once in the Valley, I have realized, 
you are of it 
 
 
Lars: 
In a conversation at the Sewanee Writers Conference last year, Maurice Carlos Ruffin 
remarked, “There’s a certain body horror in how others perceive us.” He was talking of 
race, I—of being trans. It’s no coincidence that whiteness, white supremacists, the far—
and sometimes not so far—right, have enjoined racial prejudice with that of 
homophobia and transphobia. That they have espoused rhetorics of the “traditional 
family,” and persist in equating queerness—in all its forms—with perversion and the 
predatory.  
            When white Americans ask me, a white British immigrant in the US, “Where 
are you from?” I get a neutral to positive response. Many, seeing me and not hearing 
my accent, likely assume that I am American. Whiteness expects and welcomes 
whiteness. But whiteness also implies cisgender, heterosexual, able-bodied, preferably 
male. Many white Americans, reading me as visibly queer, do not ask me where I am 
from, do not address me at all. I have been told to leave petrol stations, bathrooms. A 



neighbour even recently affixed a cross over his door, telling me it was to keep out “the 
evil”—me—and took to filming me at 5:00 AM out of his apartment window. To many 
white Americans, I am the wrong kind of white. 

My work, then, addresses origin and displacement not in the sense of race or 
geography, but in the sense of embodiment, specifically, in the disjoint I experience 
between myself and the body I inhabit as well as the perception others place upon this 
body. In my book, Voice of the Fish, I write into the estrangement of being domiciled to 
a body I do not recognise. And of the strangeness when others assume a knowledge 
and understanding of my body—defined, delineated, easy—that I myself do not 
possess. I’ll just read a short paragraph from an essay entitled “My Mother Photographs 
Me in a Bath of Dead Squid” about modelling for my mother’s artworks and how that 
plays into my experience of embodiment: 
  “Being transmasculine, my body largely resists feelings of ownership. The 
sensation of waking within limbs that one recognises, of finding oneself reflected, to 
sense propriety over one’s body—I have never felt that. I am still surprised, even after 
thirty years of living in this skin, when I catch sight of myself in mirrors. It still manages 
to come as a slap of cold water in the early-morning light. I experience my body as 
vessel, as carrier, as God-given, perhaps. Bearer of a disjointed entity—watery thing 
that doesn’t fit the body I walk within. Maybe that is why modelling sits comfortably 
with me: my body rarely feels like my own, anyhow. I am grateful for my body, for how 
it moves me through the world, but I do experience it as distance, as transient shell that 
I will walk out of in the same way I walked in. I identify with the gazes put upon it. 
Their exteriority. To look at myself more than as myself. To experience oneself from 
within, but also, crucially, from without.” 
  In my work, origin and displacement articulate within and between bodies. As a 
writer, I am always interested when language starts to rend, break towards the visceral. 
Abstract, under tension. Perhaps, ultimately, I understand writing and the body in terms 
of visceral, even violent tension. There is a perverseness to translating embodied 
experience into language. Why translate that which is. And yet, what strange 
experiment—consciousness, existing. To live this life embodied. Maybe writing affords, 
if not an antidote, at least a lens. Glass through which to warp and distance, watch 
oneself reflect. Strain at the confines of one’s flesh. 
 
Moderator Questions 

● "Where are you from from" or "What are you" are questions that, in Lars's 



words, "assume a knowledge and understanding" of the one who is being 
interrogated. At the same time, they seek to extract identifying information the 
speaker feels they are owed to confirm this knowledge. They are assumptions 
of certain kinds of difference while flattening the lived realities of difference. 
How much does your work engage with this gaze, and these assumptions, and 
how is that similar or different to how you deal with it in daily life? Do you 
think of yourself as a ____ writer, and what does that mean to you? 

● Could you talk about the way the most salient experiences of difference 
(perceived or actual) appear in your approach to form, or to style? 

● As Monica mentioned, anti-Asian fetishization and anti-Asian hate are two 
sides of the same coin. How do you see fetishization show up in relation to 
your identities and your work, and how do you engage or resist it? 

● I love the way you talked about the from and the to, Manuel, the aquí y allá, and 
how, in the Valley, Mexico and the US are both. Could you all say a bit more 
about your relationship to writing place, and community? And what kinds of 
pressures (and or joys!) do you feel in terms of representing them—especially 
ones you have a complex and even fraught relationship with?  
 

  



Reminders: 
Welcome to FROM FROM. A few reminders before we begin:  

● For those needing or wishing to follow along to a written text, please let the 
moderator of the panel, (identify moderator), know, 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.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 


