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READING COMPANION 
 
Daughter of Three Gone Kingdoms, by Joan Kwon Glass 
 
 
Sample poem: 
 
 
Dear Ghosts of the 1948 Jeju Uprising, 
 
 
I am spending the summer here on the island with my grandmother 
where tobacco-chewing 아저씨 sell red bean popsicles 
and melon ice cream beneath hagyul trees. 
I wander the beaches beyond which pearl divers holding their breath 
submerge in the Pacific, then sell or eat what they find 
to keep their families alive. 
 

When I grow tired of 오징어, abalone, and rice, 
my grandmother finds a place that sells American food. 
I gorge on pizza and plain hamburgers, tiny cans of Sprite 
which Koreans always sip with a straw, but I 
pour down my throat like an American. 
From our room at the Hyatt, I drift to sleep each night 
as my grandmother says her Christian prayers aloud 
in the bed next to me, as the lily-scented warm wind 
outside my open window perfumes my dreams 
of silver boats floating near the horizon. 
 
I know only a few phrases in Korean: that hurts / may I 
please have strawberries / I don’t understand. 
My grandmother knows only hello and goodbye, yes and no in English. 
One day I teach her to say fish, but because in Korean there is no letter “f,” 
it sounds like peesh. When I giggle at her she says it again 
and we go on like that for a while, me trying to teach her, 
and she saying pish, peesh, pish, both of us laughing 
until our eyes brim with salt water. 
 
Ghosts of Jeju: if you could speak and I could 
understand you, what would you say?  



Nearby, a guide leads tourists to Doteul Cave. 
In 1948 you hid here for sixty days, decided you’d had enough of war, 
mostly farmers caught between sides, determined 
to no longer belong to anyone but each other. 
Would you say hello, say it hurts, say pish 
over and over until the boats cross the horizon, until I dream myself 
into the cave where your moon-white bones stand together still, 
in our still-divided country, roaring in every language? 
 
 
Questions to consider: 
 
 

1. Daughter of Three Gone Kingdoms opens with the political conflicts between South 
Korea, North Korea, and Japan and explores the experiences of the speaker’s 
grandmother during the occupation.  

o What examples of opposites can you find in the text and what imagery is 
used to emphasize their duality?  

o How does the author evoke the ideas and feelings of borders and 
barriers?  

o How does the author portray liminal or in-between spaces?  
o How do these ideas of division apply to the familial relations portrayed 

throughout the book? 
 

2. The speaker grapples with internal conflicts over their belief in religion 
throughout the text. How do these conflicts take shape and change from 
childhood into adulthood, and what literary techniques support this shift? How 
do these conflicts intersect with the speaker’s familial relations? 
 

3. The scenes of the speaker’s childhood are filled with vivid descriptions of the 
setting, such as Jeju’s lively beaches and refreshing desserts. How does this 
attention to detail add to the emotions within the poems? What effect do these 
descriptions have on you as a reader? 

 
4. Pay attention to passages that focus on the environment and natural world, such 

as the portrayal of hummingbirds in “The Oriental and the Hummingbird at the 
Trailer Park” and the depiction of galaxies in “Mystery.” How do these 
connections to the natural world enhance the poet’s message or storyline in the 
text? 

 
5. The poems in Daughter of Three Gone Kingdoms delve into the familial 

relationships of the speaker. What specific images or themes does the poet 
associate with each family member, and what do these images/themes reveal 
about them?  



6. Identify a poem in which the poet divides the poem into distinct parts or 
sections. What changes, shifts, or transforms between each one? How does this 
impact the story the poem is trying to tell? 
 

7. Research the Buddhist idea of the thirty-six hungry ghosts. How closely does the 
poet adhere to their traditional definition in the 12 hungry ghost poems? In what 
ways does she subvert it? What does this allusion add to the collection overall? 

 
8. Notice the different uses of punctuation, form, and structure throughout the 

collection. Can you find an example where these techniques strongly match the 
message and tone of the poem?  

o Compare and contrast poems with different forms, such as a poem written 
in couplets compared to a poem with no stanza breaks. How do these 
different structures affect your reading experience?  

 
 
Writing prompts: 
 
 

1. Write one poem that spans various locations over a period of time divided by 
date/place markers, such as in “Black Cows,” or write a series of poems that 
spans your family’s past, your own past, and your present as the poet does over 
the course of the book. Consider connecting broader historical events to personal 
experiences or events in your own life. 
 

2. Research the poetic form called pantoum. Create your own pantoum to examine 
a relationship in your life, using the phrase “__________ and I are not unalike” as 
a starting line. 

 
3. Choose one of the 36 hungry ghosts from Korean Buddhism and use its 

characteristics to inspire a poem. You can check koreantempleguide.com or other 
sources to learn more about hungry ghosts. 

 
4. In “Armistice,” the poet begins the poem with an excerpt from a children’s song. 

Choose a meaningful song from your own childhood to serve as the basis for a 
poem. 

 
5. Throughout the book, Glass is inspired by creatures who can fly, such as 

dragonflies, parakeets, and bees. Write your own poem inspired by a flying 
creature that addresses similar feelings of freedom, escape, or confinement. 



Other Perugia books that could pair with this collection: 
 
 

• The Book Eaters by Carolina Hotchandani 
• Each Crumbling House by Melody S. Gee 
• Girldom by Megan Peak 
• Now in Color by Jacqueline Balderrama 
• Through a Red Place by Rebecca Pelky 
• Two Minutes of Light by Nancy K. Pearson 

 
 
Areas of study in which to teach this title: 
 
 

• Asian American Studies 
• Ethnic & Gender Studies 
• Women’s Studies 
• Creative Writing/Poetry 

 
 
Book orders and poet events: 
 
 

• To order Daughter of Three Gone Kingdoms, or any Perugia Press title, you may do 
so through the bookshop on our website (perugiapress.org).  
 

• For wholesale rates on course adoptions, check out our publisher portal at our 
distribution partner, Asterism Books (asterismbooks.com).  

 
• To inquire about a desk copy, or Joan Kwon Glass’s availability for readings, 

book talks, or class visits (in person or virtually), contact Editor/Director Rebecca 
Olander at editor@perugiapress.org. 

 


