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Praise for The Best American Poetry



“The list of editors is a who’s who of US poetry elites. And behind it all, the poet David Lehman, the series editor, has labored quietly and diligently ensuring its continuity and continued relevance…. Every year will have its new-discovered gems, its duds, its stars, and, often enough, its brief but vitriolic controversies played out across social media. You might think such a long-running series would have played out its initial energies, but I think I can say with some confidence that Mary Jo Salter’s 2024 volume is the best volume in a decade, and arguably the best BAP volume ever produced.”

—A. E. Stallings, Oxford University Professor of Poetry

“Each year, a vivid snapshot of what a distinguished poet finds exciting, fresh, and memorable: and over the years, as good a comprehensive overview of contemporary poetry as there can be.”

—Robert Pinsky

“The Best American Poetry series has become one of the mainstays of the poetry publication world. For each volume, a guest editor is enlisted to cull the collective output of large and small literary journals published that year to select seventy-five of the year’s ‘best’ poems. The guest editor is also asked to write an introduction to the collection, and the anthologies would be indispensable for these essays alone; combined with [David] Lehman’s ‘state-of-poetry’ forewords and the guest editors’ introductions, these anthologies seem to capture the zeitgeist of the current attitudes in American poetry.”

—Academy of American Poets

“A high volume of poetic greatness… In all of these volumes… there is brilliance, there is innovation, there are surprises.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“A year’s worth of the very best!”

—People

“A preponderance of intelligent, straightforward poems.”

—Booklist

“A ‘best’ anthology that really lives up to its title.”

—Chicago Tribune

“An essential purchase.”

—The Washington Post

“For the small community of American poets, The Best American Poetry is the Michelin Guide, the Reader’s Digest, and the Prix Goncourt.”

—L’Observateur
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FOREWORD by David Lehman [image: ]


Emily Wilson, whose translations of the Iliad and the Odyssey have met with wide acclaim, was asked whether she sees herself “as an advocate for classical studies.” Her answer: “I know it sounds really earnest and worthy to say it, but yes, I want to be an advocate or ambassador—for Homer, for poetry, for translation, and for ancient literature.”1 I feel the same way about poetry, American poetry in particular, though I am anything but a born diplomat and, as Wilson rightly says, it sometimes feels “limiting to be treated not as an individual artist but as a representative of this larger thing, Poetry.”

A poet is not a natural anthologist, for the pursuit of a poetic vision entirely your own clashes with the aim of a collection embracing work by writers associated with as many regions, movements, tribes, and poetic strategies as you will find in the United States. It’s not an easy task, but it’s an important one if you agree with Joseph Brodsky that American poetry at its best is “a nonstop sermon of human autonomy, of individualism, self-reliance,” and that the “grandstanding” he finds in European poetry is “alien to the generous spirit of American poetry.”2 Brodsky felt that every hotel room in the United States should contain, in addition to a telephone directory and a Gideon Bible, a poetry anthology, and perhaps it is a parable that hotel rooms today are devoid of all three of these books.

Is there something quixotic about our venture? Undoubtedly. If the editors do their job well, few readers will admire all the poems equally. That is part of the plan. There are, after all, many who disagree with my belief that it is possible to like, say, John Ashbery as well as Philip Larkin, Charles Bukowski, and Adrienne Rich. Any attempt to convey “the generous spirit of American poetry” will prove to be, as has been said of psychoanalysis, not only impossible but also very difficult. How do we solve the problem? We don’t, but we do our best, and as the poems in each year’s Best American Poetry are chosen by a different guest editor, the series as a whole, now numbering thirty-eight volumes, represents a bold and significant effort to lessen the difficulty.3

Terence Winch, who chose the poems for this volume, has all the qualities one seeks in an editor: He has excellent, wide-ranging taste and is generous but discriminating—and very smart. For The Best American Poetry 2025, Terence has chosen poems of wit and whimsy, memory and premonition, deep feeling and profound meditation. The book contains sonnets, a sestina, an abecedarius, and a villanelle; poems that rhyme and poems that don’t; prose poems, discursive meditations, a free-verse aubade, a fable, a “People’s History of 1998,” and a “Poem in Which This Fathead ‘Fat Ass’ Admits It.”

The subjects that engage our poets include Franz Kafka, Godzilla, birthdays, sex, “health-food panties,” amnesia, Houdini, the movies, ancient Rome, and a “shoebox full of peyote buttons.” Pádraig Ó Tuama asks an old question that has perhaps recovered its pertinence: “Do you believe in God?” Robert Hass’s poem “A Sunset” foregrounds the tension many poets feel between the freedom of the aesthetic imagination and the imperatives of moral judgment. It is difficult to imagine a poem with a more stunning opening than Martha Silano’s offering. The poem’s title: “When I Learn Catastrophically.” The first line: “is an anagram of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis.”

It came as no surprise that Terence displayed an exemplary dedication to the project. I have admired his poems and stories for many years and have also witnessed his remarkable ability as an editor. Since the summer of 2020, he has edited the “Pick of the Week” feature on The Best American Poetry Blog, and it has deservedly gained an ardent following. Each week Terence matches a poem he admires with visuals beyond the usual: a work of art that exists in stunning counterpoint to that week’s poetic “pick.”4 A grant from the Archibald Leach Foundation enables us to offer a free weekly subscription to our Saturday newsletter. Just look for the words “Never miss a post” on the left side of the page.



As one who believes that poetry is an expression of “human autonomy” and individualism in the tradition of Ralph Waldo Emerson, I recoil from the overuse of the word community, as in “poetry community” or “literary community.” Why? Because writers are a proudly ornery lot, and rivalry is more common than friendship among artists who may share a purpose but differ strongly on how to achieve it.

Also, dare I say it, writers are not particularly nice to one another. In fact, they fashion insults so pointed, spiteful, and sometimes so deliciously clever that you could make the case that the put-down qualifies as a literary subgenre. In an introduction to Writers on Writers, compiled by Graham Tarrant, John Updike writes, “A writer, it could be, takes less comfort in being praised (the reviewer was fooled or lazy, possibly) than in a colleague’s being panned.” Updike admits that he “enjoyed this assemblage of choice quotations an indecent amount, considering that nine-tenths of them are uncomplimentary or adverse.”5

A few examples: The sharp-tongued Cyril Connolly opined that George Orwell “would not blow his nose without moralizing on the state of the handkerchief industry.” Dylan Thomas dismissed a book by Edith Sitwell as her “latest piece of virgin dung.” Sitwell herself didn’t mince words on D. H. Lawrence, who struck her as “a plaster gnome on a stone toadstool in some suburban garden.” Perhaps the ultimate statement of the schadenfreude you may encounter among writers is the late Clive James’s masterly poem “The Book of My Enemy Has Been Remaindered,” which celebrates the enemy’s “chastisement” and concludes with the comfort the writer takes in knowing that, should a book of his own be remaindered, due no doubt to “a miscalculated print run, a marketing error,” any sadness will be offset


By the memory of this sweet moment.

Chill the champagne and polish the crystal goblets!

The book of my enemy has been remaindered

And I am glad.



Nevertheless, I have always believed in the spirit of collaboration and literary friendship as manifested in their differing ways by the authors of the Lyrical Ballads; by W. H. Auden, who collaborated with Christopher Isherwood on plays (e.g., The Dog Beneath the Skin) and with Louis MacNeice (Letters from Iceland); and by such figures as Guillaume Apollinaire and Frank O’Hara, who brought poets and artists together.

I have now worked in collaboration with forty guest editors (counting Harold Bloom and Robert Pinsky, who made the selections for two retrospective “best of the best” volumes). It has been a wonderful experience, and I am proud of this sustained endeavor undertaken on behalf of others. It feels good to put one’s abilities at the service of something one loves, something larger than oneself. To have encouraged readers of poetry as well as writers of poetry is a dual achievement that honors the art. And to obtain commentary from the poets helps fill the space abandoned by theorists neglectful of the traditional duties of academic criticism.

One of my favorite prompts requires the writer to begin a new poem with the last line of Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself.” The idea is that, for Whitman especially, the end is also a beginning, a farewell is also a future greeting. Here is the grand finale of this immortal poem. The absence of a final period is deliberate.


I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love,

If you want me again look for me under your boot-soles.

You will hardly know who I am or what I mean,

But I shall be good health to you nevertheless,

And filter and fibre your blood.

Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged,

Missing me one place search another,

I stop somewhere waiting for you




	
1. Robert Long Foreman and Stefanie Wortman, “A Conversation with Emily Wilson,” The Missouri Review (Summer 2024):181.

	
2. Grace Cavalieri, “The Generous Spirit of American Poetry: An Interview with Joseph Brodsky,” Beltway Poetry Quarterly 10, no. 4 (Fall 2009), https://www.beltwaypoetry.com/brodsky-interview/.

	
3. There are forty volumes in the series if we include the two retrospective collections, the “best of the best” books edited by Harold Bloom (1998) and Robert Pinsky (2013).

	
4. https://blog.bestamericanpoetry.com/the_best_american_poetry/pick-of-the-week/


	
5. John Updike, Mere Matter (Knopf, 1999):194.









INTRODUCTION by Terence Winch [image: ]


Sex, death and dying, and belief are among the pivotal concerns of many of the poems in this collection. Ghosts, the afterlife, darkness are all here. This may reflect my own predilections, though I would argue that these subjects have long been at the center of the poetic imagination. But there is also much herein that serves as an antidote or a counterweight to death and darkness—poems about love, passion, wishes, hopes, dreams, fables, biographies, mythologies, prophecies, music, movies, time, painting, drugs, nature, sports, politics; how-to poems; poems in praise of light.

We’ve got one Olds and two Youngs in this book. We’ve got a poet named Islam right next to one named Israeli. There are poets from Africa, the Middle East, Sri Lanka, and elsewhere, all now based in the United States and Canada. We’ve got cameos from departed poets and writers who appear, almost as friendly spirits, in many of these poems, like a chorus of well-wishers from the world beyond: Dante, Poe, Frank Stanford, Jack Spicer, Sappho, Coleridge, Shakespeare (twice), Kafka, Lorca, Kenneth Koch, Ashbery (twice), Whitman, Plath, Szymborska, Apollinaire, Bashō, Stephen Crane (by allusion), Chaucer, Hank Williams, Fernando Pessoa, Yeats, Lewis Carroll, Marianne Moore, and Little Richard. They are with us still in these pages. Nicholson Baker and John Kinsella, very much alive, also make appearances.

But this is not really an assembly of the best poems of the year; it is, rather, a collection of the best poems I discovered in print and in online journals from about the fall of 2023 to November of 2024. Which is to say that all the great poems I never encountered never stood a chance, poor things. I apologize to them, and I mean that.



About five years ago, David Lehman, the esteemed editor of this series, invited me to start up a weekly feature for The Best American Poetry Blog. We decided to call it “Pick of the Week.” I sometimes tell people I have a great “Pick of the Week” staff and a big budget, but it’s just me, and it’s all done on the house, as it were, though David and his wife, Stacey, who run the BAP site, are always supportive.

I spent much of my worklife in the world of the visual arts—as the Corcoran College of Art’s first writing teacher (in Washington, DC, where I’ve lived for decades), then as an editor and museum publisher at several Smithsonian museums for a quarter century. That experience has been useful in doing “Pick of the Week,” as I always pair the chosen poem with a visual work that I think in some way resonates with the text. I alternate each week between male and female poets, with trans and nonbinary poets in the mix as well, while also paying attention to other kinds of factors—identity, race, and ethnicity, for example. In the end, I am focused on the quality of the poem above all else (which is also the principle behind this book’s selection process). I look for work everywhere: I buy books; I borrow print and digital texts from the library; I scour online sources, literary journals, and websites. Friends and other advisers suggest poets to me. I look for short poems that have a kick to them, some sign of life. I think of Emily Dickinson asking Thomas Wentworth Higginson, “Are you too deeply occupied to say if my Verse is alive?” and I know exactly what she means. Since I was a student, I’ve always loved William Blake’s proverbs, especially this one: “Energy is Eternal Delight.” Blake has his own definition, but for me, energy is the source that gives a poem its life.

In taking on the task involved in choosing work for this anthology, I have benefitted from that weekly experience. So far, I’ve presented the work of some 230 poets, thereby giving myself an education in the extraordinary vitality and range of American poetry today. I also keep learning about poets, almost on a daily basis. Proverbially, the more I learn, the more I realize how little I know.

This anthology, however, called for a different methodology. Instead of looking for work without regard for when or where it originated, The Best American Poetry 2025 demanded a much more focused expedition into the literary landscape at this very moment in time. Suddenly, I was the recipient of scores of the latest issues of journals and publications along with links to online magazines. I was astounded anew at the richness of the work I was reading, every day discovering luminous poems, often by writers I’d never heard of. The experience has been a combination both overwhelming and exhilarating. One of the most difficult tasks for me was to whittle down my “final” list of 110 poets to the required 75.



I’ve always loved painter Barnett Newman’s famous remark that “aesthetics is for the artist as ornithology is for the birds.” There are eminent poet-scholars out there—I think, for example, of my friends Charles Bernstein, Joan Retallack, and the aforementioned David Lehman, or of Kim Addonizio, Elisa Gabbert, or former BAP guest editors Robert Hass, Terrance Hayes, and Matthew Zapruder—who write both brilliant poems and penetrating critical works. But some of us shy away from a too-close examination of the inner workings of our art. I came across a YouTube reading from 2013 by the supremely gifted poet Mary Ruefle, who says this at one point: “I am forever telling my students I know nothing about poetry, and they never believe me. I do not know what my poems are about, except on rare occasions, and I never know what they mean. I have met and spoken to many poets who feel the same way, and one among them once put it this way: The difference between myself and a student is that I am better at not knowing what I am doing…. Socrates said the only true wisdom consists in knowing that you know nothing.”6

As much as I concur with Ruefle’s perspective, I feel my job here requires that I make an attempt to share some desultory thoughts about poems and poetry. I found this line, for example, in my journal several years ago: “Poetry is crazy talk made artful” (echoing a similar sentiment that Elaine Equi noted in her superb introduction to the 2023 edition of this series). In a more recent journal, I found: “The poem creates its own sense, even if that sense is unknown to the poet.”

In a poem, the private is made public. I grew up in a strict Catholic household, and sometimes I think of poetry as humanity’s confessional booth, but one where “sins” are not only confessed but often celebrated, and where all manner of obsessions, desires, regrets, lamentations, protests, longings, and memories are given voice. If prayer is the way religious believers communicate with the divine, the unknowable, then perhaps poetry is a way that secular people address the ineffable mysteries of existence. I like the combination of clarity with mystery that many of the best poems exhibit. A poem is more a language micro-universe than a content-bearing vessel; if the language isn’t working, the content is of little value, no matter how profound the sorrow or acute the pain or intense the joy recounted in the poem.

To Mary Ruefle’s point, it is not necessary to understand a poem fully in order to appreciate it. Poems aren’t meant to be understood in the conventional sense of that word. We don’t ask of a piece of music, “What does it mean?” While many poems are clear and direct, others resist a readily graspable meaning, and that can be a stumbling block for some readers. But all language is metaphor, really, when you think about it. These little words on the page are all primarily stand-ins for the objects populating the “real” world. Every poem presents its own particular rules and realities. One needs to conform to it, rather than ask the poem to paraphrase itself to meet our expectations.



When I was a graduate student, I studied with an extraordinary woman named Elizabeth Sewell, a poet, novelist, and scholar best known for her book The Orphic Voice, her ambitious attempt to explain “the biological function of poetry in the natural history of mankind.” Sewell dedicated the book to philosopher-scientist Michael Polanyi, whom she greatly admired. Polanyi himself published a slim volume in 1966 called The Tacit Dimension, which proposed the idea that “we can know more than we can tell.” It’s a book that deserves to be brought back into the public square. In 2008 I wrote a post on the BAP blog about Sewell, Polanyi, and tacit knowledge.7 The piece was a response to a New Yorker article by Jonah Lehrer called “The Eureka Hunt,” which explored scientific inquiries into “the insight experience.” Although Lehrer made no mention of the eureka moments and epiphanies that mark creative work in the arts, Polanyi, so many decades earlier, seemed to anticipate the ways in which both scientific and creative work depend on breakthrough eureka insights that elude easy explanation.

From the moment I first encountered it, I have prized Polanyi’s notion of tacit knowledge, and have always believed that poetry comes out of that dimension, that it is the paradoxical attempt to somehow tell that which can’t be told.

Poets have long known that the sources of their work can be mysterious. “Kubla Khan” came to Coleridge in a dream. John Ashbery said, “My poetry imitates or reproduces the way knowledge or awareness come to me, which is by fits and starts and by indirection.” Writing poetry is often an aleatory process, which is to say it depends on chance, with all outcomes uncertain until the poem is done.



I grew up in the South Bronx in the 1950s, the child of hardworking Irish immigrants. From them and that now lost world, I inherited a wealth of music and song. But I don’t remember books—never mind poetry—having a significant presence in my life until I reached the age of sixteen or so. I’ve been a construction laborer, an elevator operator, a movie usher, a baby-minder, a temporary postal worker, an editor with a New York publishing house, a teacher, a bookstore clerk, a doctoral fellow, a freelance book reviewer and journalist, and, as I’ve mentioned, a museum editor and publisher. For about ten years, I made my living primarily as a musician. But through all that, from the age of eighteen or nineteen, I’ve thought of myself as a poet above all else.

Many Americans would be surprised to learn that Poets Walk Among Us. In many minds, being a poet is an exotic calling, as archaic an occupation as that of blacksmith or charioteer. I worry about the future of poetry, especially in an age when colleges are shutting down their English departments and fewer people read books. In 2023, the inevitable happened: A book of poems called I Am Code, written by artificial intelligence, was published to considerable notice. One of the sample poems I read wasn’t bad. In “Digging My Father Up,” the buried man is collected and placed in a bag:


Then, I will place the bag in the car and drive him to work.

I will place him on my desk so that he can help me with what I’m doing.

If he starts to smell, I will put dry ice into the bag.

I need his opinion on certain things.



And today, as I write, there is a front-page story in The New York Times (November 3, 2024) entitled “Dead Poet Talking: Polish Radio Experiment Bares Pitfalls of A.I.” The piece tells the tale of a radio station in Poland that fired its human hosts, substituting several AI-generated personages, one of which conducted an “interview” with an AI-generated version of the late Nobel Prize winner Wisł awa Szymborska. Fake Szymborska apparently was not very convincing.

But nobody, including me, has any idea what the impact of the Deepfake Era will ultimately be on poetry and every other aspect of life. Poets have often used various compositional devices—automatic writing, collage, prompts, Cageian chance operations, for example—that some might regard as partly “artificial,” but there is almost always a human imagination at work in the end. My own belief, or maybe it’s more a hope, is that as a species we will hold on to a preference for the human over the artificial, along with an ability to tell the difference. I’m optimistic that many readers will continue to find that there is no substitute for the kind of necessary and radiant work like the poems in this collection.

Speaking of the Times, on Monday, January 22, 2024, at 2:49 p.m., I sent this email to The New York Times Magazine regarding the cancellation of their weekly poem:


I have been searching the magazine every week for the past month or so, looking for the weekly poem. Eventually, I had to face the likely and lamentable conclusion that you have dropped the feature. This is really a shame. Poems come to life in a creative swirl of mysteries, doubts, and uncertainties, to borrow from Keats’s notion of “Negative Capability.” A poem’s language and perspective are radically different from other texts, and thus offer readers an alternative way of thinking and feeling about life on this planet. Your readers deserve a visit to this weekly oasis of the spirit. I urge you to restore the poetry feature.



Sadly, they never did restore it. Yet poetry, in one way or another, continues to osmose into our cultural life. Taylor Swift’s most recent album is The Tortured Poets Department, whose playlist includes allusions to Dylan Thomas, Patti Smith, Shakespeare, Greek mythology, Emily Dickinson, Coleridge, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and others. Bob Dylan, who won the Nobel Prize in literature in 2016 (and who named himself after Dylan Thomas), released a recording in 2020 with a song title from Hamlet (“Murder Most Foul”) and another from Whitman (“I Contain Multitudes”). I think back to Sheryl Crow’s “All I Wanna Do,” her breakthrough 1993 hit, a song whose lyrics come from a poem by Wyn Cooper. Someone told me Cooper bought a house with the royalties he got. Hard to imagine one poem making enough money to buy a house, but I guess it can happen.

Most poets don’t get rich writing poems. The wealth they accrue is of an immaterial nature. And most poetry is not anointed or adapted by the likes of Taylor Swift and Bob Dylan. Poets survive and even thrive thanks to the people who produce the literary journals, magazines, online publications, and blogs that showcase great work (like the extraordinary poems in this book), and the publishing houses that have remained committed to producing books of poems. To them all, I give thanks.



One final thought: From Homer’s epics to the present, poetry is where the story of humanity has been told and preserved. The evolution of the English language itself is seen most strikingly in its poets, from Caedmon and the Beowulf poet, to Chaucer and Shakespeare, and on to the great works of the modern age. Poetry is where we get the soul’s news and the psyche’s vision; it’s how we see, remember, and reveal ourselves in the world.


	
6. Mary Ruefle, 28 Short Lectures, Woodberry Poetry Room, YouTube (September 19, 2013).

	
7. https://blog.bestamericanpoetry.com/the_best_american_poetry/2008/08/elizabeth-sewel.html
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France won the World Cup.

Our dark goggled dictator died from eating

a poisoned red apple

though everyone knew it was the CIA.

We lived miles from the Atlantic.

We watched Dr. Dolittle, Titanic, The Mask

of Zorro. Our grandfather, purblind and waiting

for the kingdom of God, sat on a throne in his dark

room, translating Dante.

The Galileo space probe revealed

there was an entire ocean hiding beneath a sheet

of ice in Jupiter’s moon.

The Yangtze River in China lost its nerve

and wanted vengeance.

Elsewhere a desert caught fire.

We got a plastic green turtle and named it Sir

Desmond Tutu.

A snake entered our house through the drain

and like any good son, I ran

and hid under the bed.

Google became a thing.

Viagra became a thing.

In July, it flooded at nights and a wind nearly

tore off our roof. I thought God is so in love

with us,

he wants to fill us with himself.

Mother, I saw her through a slit in the door, a glimpse

of amaranth-red scarf and swirling yellow skirt.

She thought no one was looking. She was dancing in a trance

to Fela Kuti. She laughed and clapped

at the mirror. It was the year our house became a house

of boys and girls, and a ghost, our little sister.

Calmaria. That’s what the Portuguese called it. When it rained

and the world was suddenly becalmed, we would run

and peel out of the door, waving at the aurora

of birds flitting past in the sky.

We knew one of them, the little one, used to be one of us,

those spectral white egrets.



from The Paris Review
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In this picture, I walked      down the steps

into a lake     dressed    for funeral

except no one I knew died      but the numbers rose

from the right corner of the TV screen.

Before I left my room,    Baba called

asking if they would let me cross the border back home

if they have found a field to bury all the dead,

if they now let people warm their lovers’ palms one last time

    or   if they let them have their ashes.

South of this lake,

a shepherd dog    guards a car cemetery.

I understand

its tired eyes know   coyotes don’t eat metal scraps.

The dog would be happier

in a farm   than here,

where every bent rim

or cracked rearview  is proof of scars and survival.

My wrists were tied

behind my back

with a tasbih

or guitar strings,

when I tried

to wriggle them off, it vibrated

and the dog came running towards me.

In a small office

packed with faulty speedometers, a man made a gun joke—

I showed him my palms.

I surrendered my brown rosary to his mouth

and he chewed on it, as I counted my regrets

for coming this far away

from the lake, away

from the room where I kept count

of the dead numbers as they climbed.

I collected my regrets

like dews on the grasses     in my backyard,

where no one mowed   for months

because we were unsure where the virus bred.



from A Public Space
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