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Gjeké MARINA
An interview with Shin Yu Pai

farmer Dalkas redsidéend, Shin Yu Pa grew up in the Inlond Emgire of Southem Caolfomio and has ived ond

workad in Boston, Modnd, Boulder, Chicogo, Dolos, Toipsi, ond Seoitie. She & an oward-wirning oral
historion, photogropher, ond editor with o long Hstory of
working in the nonprafit. musaum. and education Indusires,
She & the author of seven bocis of poedry, ncluding most
recently Hytrid Lond [Fiter Press, 201 1), Adomanting | White
Fina, 2010), Hoikw Mot Bomibs (Booklyn Artists alllance, 2008),
ond her poams hove Doan pubiched throughout tha 115,
Japan, Ching, Totwan, The United Kingdom, ond Comado.
Snce 2010, sha hos been a mermser of the Mocondo Wiiters
Workehop, 3ha hos complatad reddanasios al the RMocDowol
Codony. the Ragdale Foundaotion, Soul Mountain. Talped Artist
Vilage, the Centrum Foundation and the Seatlie Arl Museum.
e i former ocssistond cwrodor for the Wi Collectiors
of Texts Slabe Univartily-Son Marcas andg curanlly sepwees
o8 managing direcior ol e Hendrik-Morphy Founddatian

Fragrans in Literoture & Language.
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Gjeké Marinaj: Mony of your poems, somelime directly and at fimes indirectly, leave the
reader under the impression thot Dallas & near to your heart, What s your relationship to
ploce, with respect to the fime that you spent living in Dallas. and Texas ot lorges

Shin Yu Pal: | first moved to Dallas in 2000, after finishing my MFA at the School of the Ar
institute of Chicago. At the time, | hod been thinking of leaving Chicago to move fo
Takwan to teach English. | went down to Texas for a job inferview at the Dollos Museum
of Art and then drove cross-country back to California intending to stay with my parents
urnfil my plans became clear. Shortly before amiving ot my parents’ housa in Riverside,

| got a phone call offering me a job in the Bducation Deportment of the DMA. At the
time, tha man | was dating [who | would eventually marmry) osked me 10 move to Dallas.
So |l worked for a yaar as the docent manager and spant kong hours in the gallerias
around the museum's collections. During that fime., | started to write aboul the works of
art around mea, paintings by UTD profassor John Pomara, polen and mik sculptureas by
the arhist Wolfgang Laib, Felix Gonzales-Tarras' candy pies... the artists themsalves and
cuwrators hedped me to see those work in deeper contexts and the poems that | began
to produce engaged in dialogues with these ortworks about the process of ot ond
poem-making. Many of these poems formed the core of my first fulldength collection
Equivalence (Lo Alarmeda, 2003).

When | leff the DMA, | maintoined close refotionships with many of the staff eduecators
and was invited back on different cccaslions to take part in the museum's public and
educational programming. This included teaching writing workshops in the gallenes,
giving readings of my work, completing a posiic commission on the work of Alexander
Calder, and producing a new poem on a lobster box tableau [(“Pantry Ballat"] by Joseph
Cornell to commemorate a major gift of confemporary art to the DMA, The poem was
parfarmed for the public as port of their Generation M series,

| left Dallas in 2001 to retum fo Boston when my poriner was accepted info an
acupunciure gnd Chinese medicine program af the New Englond Schodl of

Reunion 243



Acupuncture, We moved bock in 2004, when | was offered a spot in the UT Dolas
Southside on Lamar program. We lived in Dallas from 2004-2007, and during that fime,

I got very invalved with Bob Tramrmell's organization, WordSpace. Frst as a board
member, and when Bob patsed away of cancer in 2008, as thair programming
director. With Wordipace. | produced several seasons of programming and developed
portnerships with Dollas-orea venues that included the Trommel Crow Collection of
Asion Art and the Women's Museum of Dallas. | worked with author Ben Fountain as my
board president and with a dynamic and crecfive board that was deeply supporfive

of my crective life. Through connecting with one of Wordipoce's boord members, |
wias invited fo submit my work fo the Dallas Poetry-in-Molion progrom, sporsored by the
Poetry Society of America, which was selected for display in the Dollas Area Ropid Tronsit
system.

We left Texos and lived in Seattle from 2007-2009. When | finished my Museology program
at the University of Washington in ‘09, | was offered 0 position s o curator for the Wit
Colections of Texas State University-5an Morcos, o repository dedicated to literory
archives and photegraphic collections. | expanded the Collection's poetry holdings by
hundreds of unique small prass items and succesiully acquired the archives of Santa Fe
poet and small press publisher Midam Sagan, i addition to working on photegraphy and
ganaral literary acquisitions. | also helpad to develop the Collactions’ sacial media plon
and organized an evaluation and review of the Collections by the Amencan Associaton
of Mussums.

GM: Residency progroms can e essenfiol in the professional development of an arfist,
Do you feel like you got an exira push toward your creative goals at the Soufhside

on Lamor Residency progrom? Who were some of the artists who participated in the
program¥ What was the reloticnship between the progrom and UT Dallos?
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SYP: At the time that | was involved with the Southade program, it was still very new

agnd under developmeant, Rick Bretall directed the program with assistonce from a
coardinator, and the partnarship between UTD and Jack Malthews, the real estote
devaloper, seamed to be evolving. Ultimatety, the Southside program was closured

and relocated and revived under new leadearship. Some of the arists that wera in the
pragrom with me included local photogrophier Misty Keasler, artst Brian Fridge, and a
handful of others — o ceromic ortist, painters, etc. UTD produced a small catalog of the
artists in the progrom called Conspiceous Production and Guin Matthews shot a shart film
about the artists involved with Southside,

The residency provided me with free rent ond studio space for over a vear, dunng which
fime | wrote, published new work, developed new projects, ond also had my first taste
of academic teaching. Jack Myers at Southem Methodist University asked me fo teach
his poetry writing class and later, the University of Texos at Dalkas invited me to lead o

graduate-level creative writing workshop.

GM: You hove compasad some of the most powerlul ekphrostic poams that | have ever
read. Thay partray you as a poet who has o deaply angaged responsa to visual art. Am |
camact o assume that the category of frue art exets for youd

SYP: I'm nol sure what "tue art” means, | thik there iz something like “frue experence.”
And that all great works of ort and all greaf poems get at the truth of a lived, embodied
expenence, Alfred Stiegitz spoke of it when describing his photographs of the sky — he
caled them Equivalents, becouse they were to him, to ook upon them, g comparabile
experence of the ving sky.

GM: | wos first drown to the poems from your Unnecessary Roughness saries which
appear in Sightings: Selected Works. Can you please talk about the visuality and
physcality of that poem senes?
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SYP: | started writing the Unnecessary Roughnass seres inspired by conversations with
photographer Ferenc Sulo, who explores imoges of masculinity and subtie violence in his
Black-and-white iImages of modek posed in vintage sports gear. Ferenc derived some
of his own inspiration for the seres from looking at athletic manuals ond thinking abowt
wome of the viclent penalty language used in various sports, ranging from football to
roller derby. | began to think of the poem on the poge as a kind of dynamic playing field
or arenda where violent acts could be enacted through language, such as in my pleces
on codgeonall and four square,

GM: After reading your bocks, I've come to wonder if you are sfill in secrch of your

true poetic identity. With each new book, you seem to bring akong a new poealic style
ncluding free verse, ekphrasis, halku and semiofic-based texts. Can you please describe
YOur ongaing quest for new creotive axpressions

$YP: Artists evolve and chonge over the span of a professional career. A person thot
starts out as a painter moy later tumn to three-dimensional sculptural-based works. | see
this in the work of my colleagues, and in the work of my mother, a visual ortist who in
her ifa has worked with ceramics, watercolor, pastels, collage, and oils. A project finds
its owrt form. My collabarative wark spans working with dance companias to letterpress
printers. Currentty, I'm working more with archival resedarch and cral history in my Ene of
inguiry. | recently made a poem video for Robbit Light Mowvies.

GM: You've worked on severdl hand-bound, imitec-edition artist book projects, from The
Love Hotel Poams and Works on Paper, fo more recently Hybad Lond, How did Hybrid
Land evolve as a project?

SYP: Booklyn Artists Allance pared me up with Sara Parkal of Filter Prass to produce Hoiku
Mot Bombs in 2008, Shortly after the collection was pubhshed, Sora moved to Alobama
to attend the U of A book arts pragram. We kept in touch and | pitched a broodside
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project [Bamivan) to her that we produced together, continuing our creafive
collaboration. wWhen she needed text for her graduate thesis project, she asked me if |
might like to crecte a specific text related to agriculiure, plants. and food. | created o
J-part text that reflected upon my memosies of food ond gardening with my parents and
played with the notion too of the“recall” of “food" preducts by big agnbusiness,

GM: Rasporse poams like "A Day Withoul an iImmigrant, Dallas, Texas" seem to play
prominently in your book Adaomantine. What role do news stories and storyielling play in
your most recent collection Adamantine?

SYP: Adamanting doas hove several poarms thatl draw from nesws storias = from labaor
strikes in Dallas to the fragic death of Jarmes Kim and the Virginia Tech shooting to lighter
staries ke Olympion Toby Dowson finding his birth father ond the marioge of the tallest
man in the waorld. I'm very interested in stories and storytelling -the collechon opens

with “This is Not My Story™ — which sharas an infimate story about two lovers with very
divargent life experiences. 'm interested in the human stary, the parsanal naratives that
are different from our individual fleld of experence but that are ultimately close to the
staries of our own hearts, The stories become g vehicle for connection ond the evocation
of compassionate response.

GM: Do vou believe thot, if tronsloted info other laonguages, your poetry con help fo
chaonge the way a culture thinks about the wordd?

SYP: My poarms have many pep culture references and drow from many differant
aesthetic fraditions and diverse interests [fine art, advertising and design, sports culture,
Buddhism, jourmalism, etc.] - there would be many images and symbals to uhnpack in
franslating my work for a reader who might not have thesa cultural reference points. My
csprations are on o small scale, If l recch one or fwo ideal readers and opean up ther
way of seeing the word through my eyes, which in fum, may lead them to reflect upon
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ther own perspectives, a: | think you, yourself, have been engaged by some of my work
= that s enough.

GM: True. Nearly a decade ogo, our infroduction to each other come about directly
throvgh poetry. But now that you've gotten me addicted to your work, can you talk
briefly about your cumant projects?

SYP: I'm cumentty working with two geogrophers at the University of Central Arkonsos

o develop o multimeadio mopping-reloted project on my migration patterns and how
place has impacted my poetry and manifested itself in my creative expression, | hope
the outcorme of that project will be an interactive online map that we may also franskate
into print medium.

As parhaps an outgrowth of my intarast in human storkeas, I've been working en g
childran's picture book manuscript related fo the life of Chinese-Amercan racecar
driver Al Younq. I've been interested for a long fime in mulkcultural chidren’s literature
- particularly many of the innovative and beautiful picture books that have been
produced by giffed poets like Jonah Winter and Marilyn MNelson, who explore real-ife
stories of often overocked historcal individuals,

I'm also embarking on a poetic research project on Taiwanese cuttural memaory and
plon o conduct oral history interiews with Taiwanese elders and immigrants who lived
during the same era as my parents. | hope to crecte o posetic response to these siories
and to alsg explore my own relationship to Toiwan over the lost fwo decades - my efforts
to understand where my family comes from and fo clanfy ond re-contextualize my own
unique reloticnship fo this cultural history.
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