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Who is Karen Kao?
Karen Kao is a poet, short and long form
fiction writer and essayist. Her poems were
published in the early 1980s when Karen
was still an undergraduate student. Her
most recent work includes:
“Amerika is mijn land niet meer” (America is
not my country), an OpEd piece published
in the Dutch newspaper NRC Handelsblad
(2016);
“Moon Cakes”, a short story published in
Cha: An Asian Literary Journal (2016);
“The View from Back Stage”, an essay published on the website of
TEDxAmsterdam (2015); and
“Words Fly By”, a short story published in Jabberwock Review (2015) and
featured in a review in NewPages.com (2015).
Karen regularly publishes work on her blog at www.inkstonepress.com, which
ranges from memoir to social commentary to craft essays.
The Dancing Girl and the Turtle is Karen’s first novel.
Curriculum Vitae
Karen Kao was born in Los Angeles, California, USA on 21 September 1959
to Chinese immigrants who settled in the United States in the 1950s. She
attended Catholic primary school in Montebello and an all-girls secondary
school, Ramona Convent.
Karen obtained her undergraduate degree in English from the University of
California Irvine in 1981, graduating with honors. This was the phase in her
life when Karen crossed paths with Charles Wright (U.S. Poet Laureate 2014-
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2015), her teacher, and Yusef Komunyakaa (Pulitzer Prize winning poet), her
friend.
Rather than pursue her dream of writing, Karen followed her father’s advice
and enrolled at Georgetown University Law Center. She graduated in 1984,
again with honors, and immediately began practicing law in the Washington,
DC office of a Boston-based law firm. She fell in love with a Dutchman and
abandoned her career as a fledging US lawyer to move with him to
Amsterdam in 1989.
Unfazed by the new language, culture and legal system, Karen launched a
second career. She returned to school to obtain her Dutch law degree from
the Rijksuniversiteit Leiden, while training on the job at a firm in Utrecht.
Karen eventually became a partner and head of the corporate law
department at an Amsterdam-based law firm. Her métier was cross-border
mergers and acquisitions, a field of law that requires hard-nosed negotiating
skills and an ability to survive on very little sleep.
In 2011, she abandoned the law, embarking on a third career: a return to her
love of writing and the stories she heard as a child of Old Shanghai. She has
since taken fiction workshops from Lan Samantha Chang at the Paris Writers
Workshop (2014) and Yiyun Li at the Napa Valley Writers Conference (2016).
Karen holds dual citizenship in the United States and the Netherlands. She is
married with two children and lives in Amsterdam.

Page 2 of 2

