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Headnote 

Tracy Fuad is a formally inventive American poet whose work consistently 
probes the convergence of identity, technology, diaspora, and language. 
Born in March 1989 (the same month, as she has noted, as the internet) 
she grew up in suburban Minnesota, the daughter of a Kurdish-Iraqi father 
whose family had left Iraq in 1974. She is the author of two collections of 
poetry: about:blank (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2021), winner of the Don
ald Hall Prize for Poetry, selected by Claudia Rankine, and PORTAL (Univer
sity of Chicago Press, 2024), winner of the Phoenix Emerging Poets Prize. 
She has received fellowships from the National Endowment for the Arts, the 
Provincetown Fine Arts Work Center, Hedgebrook, and the Berlin Senate 
Fund. She lives in Berlin, where she has been based since 2020, and teaches 
poetry at the Berlin Writers’ Workshop. 

In this conversation, conducted in Berlin in early 2026, we discussed the 
poetics of blankness and belonging, the relationship between digital and 
diasporic fragmentation, what it means to arrive in a new language, and the 
formal transformations between her two books. 

Brian David Crawford: Tracy, your first book, about:blank takes its title from 
a browser address – the URL that appears when a screen has been reached in 
error, where links are unfollowable because they are broken, or where there 
is nothing to show. You’ve described using the internet, growing up in subur
ban Minnesota, to ask some of your first questions about your Kurdish her
itage. Here the blank screen seems like it holds great potential while it also 
offers nothing. Would you say this is a tension that contributes to one of the 
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frames for your work, holding together diasporic voids and technical ones, 
too? 

Tracy Fuad: You could say I am equally interested in the moment of failed 
connection as much as I’m interested in the rare moment of true synthesis 
and merging. The authentic is seldom reached and to seek it risks – we risk 
arriving nowhere, to the blank screen. 

I also think the blank page, here – about:blank – represents a space beyond 
territorial reach; it belongs to no person, corporation, or land. It’s very a 
peaceful place to be able to go amid the total noise of the internet, when you 
think about it. I hope it always exists. 

BC: about:blank begins with a poem titled “Iraq Vag Panic,” which itself 
begins, 

You could say it wrong, like my wracked / brain or with the wrong g / like gag 
or Garamond. / Some words are nearly in ruins. / Yesterday the gynecologist 
told me / I spell my name wrong, should have an o between the f and u. 

We’re met with the typical American pronunciation of “Iraq” that shows no 
awareness of its pronunciation in Arabic, a doctor’s judgmental correction of 
the speaker’s name that, transliterated from the Arabic alphabet into Eng
lish’s Latin letters, could legitimately be spelled more than one way, and the 
consideration of mispronouncing “vag” for anyone who reads it on the page 
who is unaware of the casual slang term’s soft “g.” These lines show encoun
ters with assertions of cultural authority, misunderstandings, and the expe
rience of being met with ignorance. To say “some words are nearly in ruins” 
suggests that words themselves are worn structures whose wear reveals 
destructive force; they exist as artifacts that carry the traces of what has 
broken them. Is this a fair way to describe the opening poem as a kind of 
preface for the whole book? 

TF: I love the process of structuring a book out of individual poems, which 
always feels an architectural act. This poem felt like an appropriate “foyer” 
or doorway into the book, both temporally, spatially, and thematically. The 
speaker of the poem is on a plane, which is itself a sort of non-space, like the 
blank page of about:blank. She is between places; she is on her way, poised 
for what is about to unfold but has not yet really begun. As I mentioned 
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already, the idea of “nowhere,” or “the void,” informed much of my thinking 
in these poems. This poem also weaves together a few of the key concerns of 
the book: my complicated positionality to Kurdistan and Kurdishness, anxi
ety about the body and the body’s future, the fuzzy, wide-reaching edges of 
the colonial framework, and the breakdown of language at its borders. Lan
guage at the level of the letter, and as bearer of the traces of destructive 
forces, exactly as you described. 

BC: In about:blank I found myself thinking that the internet functions not as a 
metaphor, but as something more like actual geography, a kind of place that 
exists alongside Kurdistan and Minnesota rather than above them or instead 
of them. In “Future Perfect,” the poem moves from the virtual to the physical 
in this way: 

I spent the evening closing tabs and windows. I passed the tires and windows 
near the evening. 

The tabs and windows being closed on screen bleed into the tires and win
dows of the street, suggesting continuity between the two spaces. And then 
the reader runs into the spatial language of “near” used to locate a time of 
day — “near the evening” — which sounds like the type of small grammat
ical error made by a non-native speaker whose mistakes reveal how much 
our perceptions are shaped by linguistic habits. Is the internet a place in this 
book? And if so, what kind of place is it? 

TF: Yes, I do always have the sense of the internet being a place – a sort 
of non-space, the promise of lifting off and out from a fixed geographical 
and temporal point and extending out into the elsewhere. Of course, in the 
years since I began to use the internet, I would say that this potentiality has 
been severely curtailed by the almost total capture of the “non-space” by 
corporate entities. It’s not only a sea of advertisement, but one in which our 
movements, the hovering of our cursors, is tracked and bundled and sold. So 
maybe it’s also a nostalgic place, where we go in search of authenticity, con
nection, and the promise of atomization or travel to elsewhere, even though 
that’s not really what we find anymore. 
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BC: The Kurdish material in about:blank arrives through particular kinds of 
mediation. You lived in Iraqi Kurdistan from 2018 to 2020, teaching English, 
and these experiences form one source for this work. The preface of your 
book offers translations of Kurdish to English written in Arabic and Latin 
alphabets. And about:blank acknowledges archival materials such as a gram
mar book by W. M. Thackston whose sources include a Kurdish-to-Kurdish 
dictionary written by a significant Kurdish poet, which was drawn from the 
destroyed archives of the short-lived 1946 Kurdish republic. How did living 
in the Kurdish language as an immediate, daily presence, shape your sense 
of Kurdish culture in a way that is distinct from engagement with archival, 
preservational resources? 

TF: I was possessed with a desire to stay and to return to Kurdistan since the 
first time I went in 2009, which was also the first time my father returned 
since he left in the 70’s as a teenager. And I really mean possessed; the desire 
felt like it came from outside of me. Desire has its own logic, or is its own 
logic, and I believe in its logic perhaps more than any other logic. I’ve tried 
to let desire shape, as much as possible, the course of my living, even as it 
often flows against what would seem more sensible, reasonable, or logical. 

Something that I wanted when I moved there, was to develop my own rela
tionship to Kurdistan that wasn’t only mediated through my father and my 
grandfather, and part of this of course was to learn the language, which I 
didn’t grow up speaking or hearing. Kurdish is so different than English that 
it really does inscribe a different way of being; maybe every language does 
this. 

Kurdish is laden with little poems. To say I am happy, you say, my heart is 
well. To address a friend, you might say my life, or my eyes, or my liver. Or say 
to a child, say, korbani bim. I will martyr myself for you. It can’t make sense 
in translation, but when I was immersed in the language, another sense of 
the world rose up, I guess, and I felt deeply bound and interconnected to the 
language, the place, and the people I was sharing it with. 

BC: Your second book, PORTAL, opens with a poem, “Song,” which works as 
a beautiful overture for the book. A humming arrives through the windows 
at night, the singing of the neighbor couple penetrates the walls, slugs 
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and snails penetrate the garden and threaten the beans. The poem moves 
through the experience of pregnancy, with the speaker submerging in the 
bathtub to echo her gestating baby, shopping for monitors that will allow her 
to watch the child from a distance, and then ends: 

the hands and feet / And the toes and fingers / Of my baby / As I saw them 
for the first time / And the singing — / That all of this / Was mine / Although 
it wasn’t. 

The poem has moved through community, proximity, and the anticipation 
of loss, and arrives at a kind of dispossession that is also an opening. Is that 
ambivalence about ownership, “mine / Although it wasn’t,” an emotional key 
to what follows in the book? 

TF: This last line draws some of its thinking from an essay, “Why I Write,” by 
Reginald Shephard, which was taught to me years ago by Robin Coste Lewis, 
which I have since taught countless times in my own workshops. Shepherd 
writes, 

I sometimes have little sense of myself as existing in the world in any signifi
cant way outside of my poetry. That’s where my real life is, the only life that’s 
actually mine. So there’s also the wish to rescue myself from my own quotid
ian existence, which is me but is at the same time not me at all. I am its, but 
it’s not mine. 

We’ve been socialized, I think, to collapse the life and the self: to believe that 
what we do, how we look, where we live – that the sum of our actions, and 
what happens to us – is who we are. My Jungian therapist would retort that 
none of that, not even one’s art or poetry, has any bearing on the true self, or 
at least, on its worth. 

So it’s less an ambivalence about ownership, and more an ambivalence about 
the relationship between my life and my self. These things happen to us, 
and we’re left to make sense of them. I think there is a danger in making 
too much sense, or in letting the self be subsumed by everything that has 
befallen the self. 

BC: In “The Third Space,” a poem set at Tempelhofer Feld, you write: “Some
times translation / Is revenge.” This is one of the most compressed state
ments in either book. Could you say a bit more about this? Who is being 
avenged? How does translation perform revenge? 
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TF: The idea of translation as revenge was something I overheard or came 
across during a workshop in Berlin (“The School for Dissident Friendship” 
in 2024) which entered and remained lodged in my mind, and then became 
a part of this poem. I like the line both because of the compressed claim it 
makes, and because of the impossibility of clear explication, here. It is a sort 
of line that wrestles with what translation is and what revenge is, and I like 
the way that both of these words swell and expand in this line. I like the idea 
of a language act (translation) enacting vengeance. 

BC: There is a moment in “VACUUM” that I keep coming back to. You and 
your friends are at La Maison, smoking rolled cigarettes while eating crois
sants and drinking cappuccinos: “Like we were role-playing Americans in 
Europe / sitting on a bench beside the bocce ball courts on the canal / even 
though we were just living.” That last line does a lot of work, and suggests 
there is a kind of self-consciousness that comes with being an American in 
Berlin. Here is a sense that one’s ordinary life could appear, from the out
side, to be merely a performed version of itself. Does the gap between the 
role and reality close over time? Or does it become a permanent condition 
of living here? 

TF: I think that dissociative feeling has arisen in every chapter of my life, 
wherever I’ve gone, since I was a child. Perhaps, yes, it’s louder in moments 
of great shift or momentous change: on the first day of school, upon moving 
to Chicago, to Newark, to Brooklyn, to Kurdistan, to Berlin; eloping in the 
city hall of a country I’d never been before; standing before a room of stu
dents you’ve met for the very first time; giving birth; speaking at my grand
mother’s funeral. 

I want to quote the protagonist of of Kristen Stewart’s bracing directorial 
debut, The Chronology of Water, based on a memoir by the writer Lidia Yuk
navitch, Lidia’s character says, “People are often asking me if the things in 
my short stories really happened to me. I always think this is the same ques
tion to ask of a life—did this really happen to me?” 

Maybe it’s because I feel most at home in the role of witness or observer that 
I sometimes feel this degree of remove when I am in fact simply living my 
life, the sense of seeing the present from a distance, even as I’m in it. I waver 
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between enjoying the slightly pleasant feeling of this dissociation, and wish
ing to collapse these multiple channels. I try to do that, let’s say once a day, 
maybe riding my bike, reminding myself I am in the middle of living, that I’m 
mid-life. But yeah, I think it’s a permanent condition. 

BC: In the same poem, you describe Berlin as an escape from American cap
italism this way: “I lived for so long in a void, I said / in my private dissocia
tion / I think, I said, we should take comfort / in the anarchy of our zigzag
ging life paths / a sort of haven from the hegemony of constant growth / 
which was pushed on us from all directions.” Berlin has changed quite a bit 
since you arrived, and the city is marked by a housing crisis, record levels 
of unemployment, and a rapidly rising cost of living. Do you still see life in 
Berlin as “a haven from the hegemony of constant growth”? 

TF: Yes, and no. That certainly felt more true when I wrote this poem (in 
2020!) than in our dark present moment. 

Affordable healthcare, subsidized childcare, the normalization of part-time 
work and substantial holiday make joy and rest possible in my life. But it’s 
critical to note that these benefits do not extend evenly or equally in Ger
many and that life in Berlin has been made difficult or impossible for those 
who, for example, denounce the genocide in Palestine, or criticize Israel, and 
there is a rightward lurch to dismantle these very structures that make life 
here livable. 

I still think that there are notable cultural differences between German and 
American culture. I feel less affronted, here, by pressure to optimize, maxi
mize, and accumulate wealth as much as possible. It’s easier for me to access 
a different logic, a different value system. I find it easier to rest here. I find 
there is far less pressure on children, at least when they are small. Certainly, 
some of this has to do with the fact that as an outsider, I’m already “out of 
the system.” But I also do believe there are traces of a different value system 
persisting in Berlin in particular, even as so much of what is beloved about 
Berlin is actively being stripped away, sold under the guise of “renovation” 
and “development.” 
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BC: You arrived in Berlin in 2020 during the pandemic, and you’ve become 
one of the central figures of the English-language poetry community here 
through your work at the Berlin Writers’ Workshop. You have a vantage point 
in which you are recently enough arrived to still be, in a sense, an outsider, 
and you are established enough to have a perspective of what the English-
language poetry scene looks like now. How would you characterize the Eng
lish-language poetry community in Berlin? What makes it distinct, and what 
is its relationship to the German literary culture around it? How do other 
language cultures contribute to its shape? 

TF: At a reading a few weeks ago, I was talking to the poet Timmy Smith, 
who was visiting Berlin from New York, about the differences between the 
poetry scene in each city – we both agreed that even a poetry community 
will begin to mirror the structures around it. I feel very at home in the Eng
lish language poetry community in Berlin, which feels to me to be more fluid, 
less insular, less competitive, and less hierarchical than what I experienced 
in the New York City. I feel that the poetry scene here is scrappier, more 
DIY, more inclusive, and more diverse in language and tradition. The abun
dant programs, residencies, fellowships, workshops and degrees available to 
writers in the US are wonderful, but the social and economic pressures in 
the US to excel can push writers towards a level of professionalization that 
I think is antithetical to what it means to be a poet, or writer. At some point 
my writers’ life began to feel like a video game of increasingly tiered prizes 
and opportunities. It doesn’t anymore and I’m grateful for that. 

BC: The HYPOSUBJECT poems in PORTAL explore what you’ve described 
as dissociated or artificial voices, “at times, as if possessed,” which you’ve 
described as what your own voice might sound like as “a programmed post
mortal” self. One of the poems, “eject,” from your first book contains the 
instructive subtitle, “to be read aloud by a robot.” You were working on 
these ideas before large language models and artificial intelligence chatbots 
became ubiquitous. Now that generative AI is everywhere, how do you read 
these poems in retrospect? What traces does it leave on what you want 
poetry to do? 
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TF: I am not pleased about the present ubiquity of “AI” – I think it’s important 
to refer to these tools more accurately as large language models than artifi
cial intelligence – even though I have been interested in “the algorithm,” or 
in the human-non-human interface, forever. But I really think my interest 
in large language models pre-dates large language models. As a child I was 
obsessed with secret codes, and messages in bottles, and analogue tele
phones, and talking to strangers on walkie talkies, or in a chatroom: any form 
sending and receiving messages from elsewhere, or subverting language… 

I actually find today’s LLMs far less interesting than the glitchy, poetic text 
generators and translators of my youth. I was still in elementary school 
when I used an early online “translation” site, The Dialectizer, that converted 
pasted text into a number of dialects (problematic) you could choose from a 
dropdown menu. This was the late 90s; my teacher wasn’t nearly as amused 
as I was when I turned in an assignment in both the original and in “hillbilly.” 

I’m not especially interested in writing that engages with the use of actual 
LLMs these days. I don’t think we can or should move past the widespread 
ecological, social and societal harms that LLMs engender. I feel the wide
spread use of LLMs has already “infected” the way language is used, even 
the way we think, and I think it only underscores the precious value of lan
guage that is inalienably human. I know I’m alone in my strong aversion to 
the deadening texts generated by LLM. And I don’t want to unlearn my ability 
to think, edit, research, learn, and effectively communicate by outsourcing 
it to a tool owned by truly abhorrent companies – to technology that is also 
actively being used to bomb civilians and civilian infrastructure. 

I recently came across a font, Ugly Gerry, that uses the absurdly drawn US 
congressional districts for each of its characters. I want more poetry and 
poetic projects that expose the absurdity of the power structures around us. 
And less poetry written by, with, or about LLMs. 

BC: Both of your books feel like they are working toward a poetics adequate 
to a particular kind of life that is lived between languages, between coun
tries, between economic systems, between the digital and the physical. 
Where is your work taking you now? 
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TF: I’ve struggled in the last two years and especially since the beginning of 
the genocide in Palestine to connect with “the lyric," and in some ways, I feel 
like I’ve lost a passion for my own voice in this moment of utter horror and 
devastation, when the poem – when the lyric impulse – feels so deeply inad
equate in the face of orchestrated mass death and suffering. I hope, and I 
believe, I’ll find my way back. I believe in the poetic. But I’ve been focused 
on a novel set in Kurdistan for the last two years. It’s a queer love story. It’s 
a critique of “expat culture” in the nexus of oil, power, and imperialist colo
nial history in Iraqi Kurdistan and the surrounding region. I am still looking 
for a publisher! In the meantime, I’m working on an essay about the political 
potential of the poetic mode, even in the absence of the poem itself. 
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