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In 2024, while Alex Kuo (1939-2025) and I were working on the first Italian
translation of his short stories (Collusioni), he sent me a new poem. “About a
month ago, I wrote my first poem in about forty years,” he wrote in his email.
The text, published here posthumously for the first time, is titled “MyMother
Walked to Work / Today or Yesterday.” The poem emerged during a period in
which our exchanges frequently revolved around family history, memory, and
the difficult reconstruction of events that had long remainedpartially obscured
even to Kuo himself. It was also written around the time his wife, US scholar
Joan Burbick, published Erased (2024), her fictional memoir based on years of
archival and biographical research into Kuo’s family history in wartime China.

Alex Kuo was born in Boston in 1939 to Chinese parents temporarily in
the United States for academic work. Nine months later, the family moved
to Chongqing, the capital of the Republic of China during the Second Sino-
Japanese War (1937-45), where Japanese aerial bombings, forced displacement,
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scarcity, and political instability shaped everyday life. Kuo’s father, the be-
haviorist psychologist Kuo Zing-Yang, belonged to the generation ofWestern-
educated intellectuals involved in the modernization projects of the Kuom-
intang state. Close to Chiang Kai-shek and aligned with the anti-communist
and technocratic vision of Republican China promoted by the Nationalist
government, he left behind a comfortable life in theUnited States to participate
in the construction of a modern post-war China under Kuomintang rule (Bur-
bick 73-74; 91-93). Kuo’smother, Katherine Lin, embodied another dimension
of Republican China: the emergence of a highly educated female intellectual
class shaped by anti-traditional and cosmopolitan ideals. Educated in biology
at the National Central University in Nanjing and later in the United States,
she moved repeatedly across wartime geographies marked by occupation, dis-
placement, and political instability. In 1944, shortly after arriving with her son
in Chongqing following a difficult journey from Japanese-occupied Shanghai,
she died under circumstances that remained obscure to Alex Kuo for decades.
After the war, the surviving family relocated to Hong Kong, where Kuo spent
his childhood and adolescence before returning to the United States in 1957
to pursue his education. At the University of Iowa he earned an MFA under
the guidance of Philip Roth and Donald Justice, then went on to build a
long career as both writer and professor, most notably at Washington State
University in the Pacific Northwest.

Throughout his life, Alex Kuo received contradictory accounts concerning
his mother’s death, and only late in life did archival research make a more
coherent reconstruction possible (Burbick). This experience left a lastingmark
on his writing, where the past rarely appears as something recovered intact
and instead takes shape through fragments, gaps, and competing versions of
events. Knowledge thus remains provisional and incomplete. This persistent
uncertainty lies at the center of Kuo’s literary imagination and informs his
understanding of history as something produced through transnational dis-
placement, violence, and interrupted transmission. Within this framework,
fiction and poetry do not resolve uncertainty so much as inhabit it, exploring
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how meaning emerges from contradictory testimonies, photographs, rumors,
bureaucratic records, and other traces of the past that never fully cohere into a
single account.

Kuo began his literary career as a poet publishing the collections The Win-
dow Tree (1971) and New Letters from Hiroshima and Other Poems (1974),
later followed by Changing the River (1986), This Fierce Geography (1998),
Chinaman’s Chance: New and Selected Poems 1960-2010 (2011), and Meeting
Words at the Gate (2015). In the early poetry, history tends to appear obliquely,
filtered through landscapes, recurring natural and cosmological images, and
meditations on perception itself. Shadows, birds, lakes, snow, and moonlight
recur throughout these collections, yet they rarely function as fixed symbols.
Instead, they register shifting emotional and perceptual states, giving form to
themes such as solitude, the fragility of intimacy, the disappearance of love, and
the experience of inhabiting a world in which memory and perception remain
precarious. Even when history enters these poems – as in the Hiroshima
sequence written from the haunting perspective of the Enola Gay crew – it
does so primarily through subjective experience and localized situations rather
than through an exploration of transnational geopolitical connections.

From the late 1980s onward, when appointments teaching American liter-
ature brought him back to China on a regular basis, Kuo increasingly turned
toward prose fiction, publishing the story collections Lipstick and Other Sto-
ries, which received the American Book Award in 2002, and White Jade and
Other Stories (2008), as well as numerous novels between 1998 and 2021. The
move into prose opened a different narrative space. His short stories and
novels develop an openly comparative and transnational perspective, drawing
unexpected connections between distant contexts without reducing them to
familiar oppositions, such as East andWest, tradition andmodernity, or democ-
racy and authoritarianism. Kuo’s writing ranges across disparate historical and
geopolitical settings in order to expose recurring configurations of violence and
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power: colonial occupation, racism, ideological language, bureaucratic classifi-
cation, environmental destruction, military repression. As a result, individual
lives are often constrained by forces that exceed their immediate experience.

Yet the distinctionbetweenpoetry andprose,much like that between fiction
and historical accounts, remains fluid throughout his work. In a 2013 inter-
view for the now defunct online magazine The Ambassadors, Kuo remarked,
“I try not to make up anything, even in my fiction, unless it’s true.”1 The
remark captures a central feature of Kuo’s writing: fiction is not opposed to
historical knowledge but is one of the forms through which such knowledge is
produced. When direct access to the past remains partial, narrative becomes a
way of bringing disparatememories, experiences, and documentary traces into
a shared frame of meaning.

“My Mother Walked to Work / Today or Yesterday” occupies a singular po-
sition within this trajectory. After nearly four decades away from poetry, Kuo
returned to the form carrying with him many of the concerns and narrative
techniques that had come to define his prose. Questions of family history, war,
and planetary historical violence move to the center of the poem, which also
draws on formal strategies characteristic of his fiction, including fragmentation,
temporal instability, estrangement, and comparative juxtaposition. The text
therefore holds a unique place within Kuo’s oeuvre because, although it takes
the formof a poem, it remains structurally and ethically closer to his later prose
writing.

The symbolic landscapes of the early collections largely recede here, giving
way to a voice more directly engaged with the historical scene, where private
memory and collective experience continually inform one another. Unlike his
stories and novels, however, this poem was written after the reconstruction
of his mother’s death, including the revelation that she had been murdered

1 The original link to the magazine is no longer accessible. The archived home page
of the issue can still be reached at <https://web.archive.org/web/20170904062138/http:
//ambassadors.net/archives/issue34/>.

https://web.archive.org/web/20170904062138/http://ambassadors.net/archives/issue34/
https://web.archive.org/web/20170904062138/http://ambassadors.net/archives/issue34/
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by his father Kuo Zing-Yang after he had entered into a relationship with
Liu Daiyu, the wife of Yaoming, his son from a previous marriage (Burbick
243-44). Yet, as in Kuo’s prose, the discovery does not bring the story to a
point of closure. By the time the archival record yielded a more coherent
account, the mother’s absence had already generated decades of speculation
and imaginative reconstruction. The newly recovered facts enter that history
rather than replace it.

The continuity with Kuo’s prose is already suggested by the title. “My
Mother Walked to Work / Today or Yesterday” begins by suspending the
distinction onwhich chronology depends, leaving it unclearwhether the poem
speaks from the present or the past, or whether such a distinction still matters
at all, with “today” and “yesterday” functioning as interchangeable temporal-
ities within the mother’s story. Kuo reinforces this temporal indeterminacy
through his use of verbal tense, a crucial feature of his prose writing as well,
where grammatical markers of time rarely secure narrative clarity and instead
blur the boundaries between memory, narration, and historical recurrence
(Collusioni). References to time accumulate throughout the poem – “the
burning clock,” “the present tense,” “late into that dark morning,” “eighty
years ago,” “Thursday,” “today” – but they do not organize events into a
recoverable sequence. Rather, the poem allows different moments to coexist,
so that the wartime past remains active within the present of speech.

Thededication toKatherine intensifies this continuity. Thepoemaddresses
themother through the nameKuo knew formost of his life, before discovering
her Chinese name, Lin Qui Fang. Even after the reconstruction of her story,
the poem preserves the earlier name, retaining the affective and partial form
in which the mother had existed throughout most of Kuo’s life. Katherine
is defined as one “who has never walked / away, ever, not even in war.” The
mirroring of Katherine and war across the two dedicatory lines, together with
the insistence of “never” and “ever,” transforms the dedication into something
larger than private remembrance. The lines set up a tension between the
narrative of disappearance because of the war, which had circulated within the
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familymemory for decades, and a counter-assertion of uninterrupted presence.
By using a double negation “never […] not even,” the poem resists linking
Katherine entirely to the logic of historical catastrophe.

Speech itself enters the poem in a similarly deferred manner. The opening
tercet announces “these were her words,” yet those words remain initially
withheld so that the poem unfolds in anticipation of an utterance that arrives
only at the end. In the meantime, phrases such as “her words,” “still working,”
“walking away,” and “the burning clock” are linked through sonic echoes and
patterns of movement that blur the distinction between speaker, action, and
memory. In fact, the poem is concerned less with reconstructing a recoverable
past than with reopening a space from which the mother might speak. When,
in the final line, the poem reveals themother’swords – “walk on”– it activates a
principle of variation characteristic of Kuo’s writing more broadly. The earlier
“walk away,” associated with disappearance and with the family narrative Kuo
repeatedly contests, is transformed into an injunction that keeps the poem
moving forward rather than closing it down. Through the final imperative, the
mother assumes the position of the speaking subject, intervening in the poem
and reclaiming a voice longobscuredbypatriarchal violence and the distortions
of family memory.

The mother’s walk to work unfolds against a landscape marked by the
traces of war. The poem moves abruptly from ordinary routines to images of
destruction: “shattered glass,” “empty / plastic water bottles,” “sudden / spent
cartridges stuck between / cement cracks or left in slippery mud.” The dense
alliteration of “shattered,” “sudden,” “spent,” and “stuck” creates a sonic accu-
mulation in which language itself seems caught within debris and suspension.
These remnants appear at once discarded and stubbornly present. Rather
than serving as background detail, they suggest the persistence of histories that
continue to intrude upon everyday life long after the events themselves have
passed.
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Within this context, the poem’s repeated insistence on lateness acquires a
broader historical resonance. The warning is not simply that Katherine is
“running late” for work. The poem explicitly rejects such ordinary framing
– “not / another late-for-work” since “none was there” – suggesting instead a
more diffuse historical alertness whose referent remains unstable. Instead, the
meaning of the warning emerges only when “caught in a b&w combat photo-
graph” that brings into the picture “every space / betweenWest Bank or was it
east, Hiroshima or / Nagasaki.” As in Kuo’s prose fiction, geographically and
temporally distant situations are never presented as isolated historical episodes
but placed into relation through recurring structures of militarized historical
violence. The movement between theWest Bank and the atomic bombings of
Japan constructs a chain of implication across different geopolitical contexts.
The reference to “heavy water Hanford or Oak Ridge” further enlarges this
network by implicating the United States within this global historical constel-
lation. Hanford (Washington) and Oak Ridge (Tennessee), the secret sites
of the Manhattan Project responsible for the production of atomic materials,
appear as active nodes within the poem’s circulation of past and present war,
technology, genocide, and planetary destruction. As often in Kuo’s fiction,
personal memory becomes inseparable from larger historical systems. Never
merely domestic, the mother’s walk to work becomes entangled with larger
histories of war, migration, labor, and empire.

This relational movement also carries an ethical force. In the central tercets,
the repeated appearance of the verb “to count” – “not enough light to count
every space,” “poetry or journalism any way / you count it” – recalls whatWen
Jin has identified in Kuo’s fiction as “the logical linkage between giving a count
and giving an account” (132). Counting, Wen Jin argues, becomes a political
act because it constructs relations among dispersed events, lives, and histo-
ries, while simultaneously determining which stories become visible within
historical narrative. The poem repeatedly places the reader in this position
of ac/counting. Whether through poetry or journalism, fiction or historical
testimony, what matters is not the production of a definitive account, but the
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ethical recognition that distant histories and conflicts cannot remain distant.
The first-person plural that intermittently surfaces near the end of the poem
extends this implication outward: the reader, too, becomes involved within
these networks of relation and shared responsibility. Once histories become
interconnected through narration, there is no stable position outside them. By
showing accountability, storytelling prevents violence from disappearing into
historical abstraction.

The poem ends where it begins, with a refusal to separate past and present
into distinct temporal domains. By the poem’s closing lines, however, the
temporal uncertainty announced in the title has condensed around a recurring
day, the three-time repeated Thursday. Neither fully anchored in the wartime
past nor confined to the present of writing, Thursday becomes a point at
which different temporalities converge, bringing them briefly into contact and
allowing the mother’s words to be heard again. Her final words, “walk on,” do
not bring the poem to a conclusion so much as set it in motion once again.
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