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Praise for The Best American 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.”

—The Villager

“A year’s worth of the very best!”

—People

“A preponderance of intelligent, straightforward poems.”

—Booklist

“Certainly it attests to poetry’s continuing vitality.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“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
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In The Unquiet Grave, his book of pensées in the manner of Pascal, Cyril Connolly has a line that in its form may be the prose equivalent of a two-line imagist poem. “Poets arguing about modern poetry: jackals snarling over a dried-up well.” Connolly wrote the line in 1945, but you can still hear that snarl today. Ubiquitous instruments of social media make it easy for anyone to pop off, get attention, air grievances, join the mob. While there is little enough criticism in the traditional sense, there is a tremendous amount of rage, and it fuels a censorious impulse that spells trouble for writers, publishers, believers in free speech, and readers of works that get denounced for one reason or another and then get pulled off the shelves.

The mob struck often in 2018. Certain radio stations, bowing to pressure, refused to air “Baby, It’s Cold Outside,” the classic duet and holiday favorite that won an Academy Award for Frank Loesser in 1949. Recorded by such redoubtable duos as Betty Carter and Ray Charles, Dinah Shore and Buddy Clark, Margaret Whiting and Johnny Mercer, the song is a long good-bye as on a balcony in Verona, only our Romeo begs for five minutes more and Juliet doesn’t say yes and she doesn’t say no.1 The preceding sentence alludes to a play and two classic American popular songs for the reason that the predicament of girl fending off beseeching boy at the door is a show-biz tradition.2 The offense: the song—courtly by the standards of some popular songs today—can be construed not as the clever repartee of a persistent suitor and an ambivalent lady, but as a melodrama in which the villain will stop at nothing to take advantage of the damsel in distress. This is a nutty argument, reminiscent of the inattentive college student who somehow got the idea that The Rime of the Ancient Mariner describes a journey to a honey-sweet land of charm and romance.

The distinguished First Amendment attorney Floyd Abrams deplored what he called the “self-abasing decisions” made by important publications.3 Three such stood out for him. The New Yorker invited Trump crony Steve Bannon to take part in a discussion, where you may be quite sure that he would have been raked over the coals by moderator and audience. But the magazine felt compelled to withdraw the invitation, because of Bannon’s right-wing views. More grievous was the case of Ian Buruma, who lost his job as editor of The New York Review of Books, because he published a mediocre and arguably repellent article by a man with a history of sexual harassment. “Reflections from a Hashtag” by former CBC radio broadcaster Jian Ghomeshi reeked of puffed-up self-pity, but that’s not what caused an outrage. What irked people was the very fact that the paper was giving a hearing to the disgraced broadcaster. Staffers grumbled that the decision to publish the piece was made against their wishes. Social media magnified the furor. “Now let it work,” Mark Antony said after firing up the crowd in Julius Caesar. “Mischief, thou art afoot.”

According to Buruma, a cabal of university presses, without whose advertising dollars the paper could not long survive, threatened a boycott. And the magazine that had once instructed readers on how to make a Molotov cocktail—the magazine that prided itself on printing fiery exchanges of in-your-face letters from angry readers and unrepentant writers—fired its top editor, a New York Review contributor since 1985. I was “convicted on Twitter,” Buruma said.4

In midsummer 2018 a poem in the pages of The Nation spurred an angry backlash and a craven apology. “How To” by Anders Carlson-Wee used Black English for a monologue from an apparently homeless person asking for a handout. When it transpired that the author was white, a Twitter firestorm erupted in protest of the writer’s appropriation of a black person’s voice. The criticism, shrill and shaming, had its intended effect. The poetry coeditors of the magazine apologized, as did the author. So much for the tradition of editorial independence. So much for the habit of standing behind what you have published and welcoming letters to the editor in protest or support. Longtime Nation columnist Katha Pollitt voiced her dismay on Facebook: “So embarrassing! The poetry editors, Stephanie Burt and Carmen Gimenez Smith, liked the poem enough to publish it, which means they read it many times and did not see problems, but when challenged by the twitter mob they folded and sent themselves to reeducation camp. Now the whole magazine looks ridiculous. Thanks a lot!”

We who work on The Best American Poetry are familiar with such controversies. For all we know, it is possible that something in this edition of The Best American Poetry may raise hackles. We don’t anticipate that, but even if we did, I like to think that we would stick to our guns as we offer the seventy-five poems that Major Jackson, our editor, has chosen as representative of the best poetry getting written today. I advocate making bold statements, offering no apologies, and leaving it up to others to mount arguments in favor of, or against, poems that are their own best defense.
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Major Jackson is one of the foremost poets of his generation, and a natural choice to make the selections for The Best American Poetry 2019. As we headed into production, I asked Major how the experience affected him. “Most of my free time was spent reading to the 10th power,” he said, balancing this activity with work on his own manuscript in progress, The Absurd Man. “I’d find myself tinkering on old poems (or yes, starting a new poem) after having imbibed on the verbal richness of others almost like having eaten a can of Popeye’s spinach.” In his own poems he felt pushed, he added, toward “great pockets of humor, if not a lyricism that hinted at the issues” facing us as a society. To the pessimists among us, Major has a succinct credo: “Poetry, like all art, never goes out of fashion. The will and spirit to represent our inner states and outer truth never dies. Humankind, as historians and scientists have observed, has continually sought new forms to reflect the changing shape of our existence. What waxes and wanes is our willingness to hear each other, to give each other a reading.” To do that is exactly the mission of this book.

Pessimism is perennial. In September 2018, the poet Sally Ashton told me of a discovery she made in the stacks of the San José State University library: a 1926 anthology of American poetry in thirteen volumes edited by Edwin Markham, author of “The Man with the Hoe,” a poem that achieved great popularity and raised the general awareness of the plight of laborers. Markham began his introduction to the anthology with these sentences that push back against the naysayers:

Certain critics are saying that poetry is doomed to perish, to be sponged out by the hand of science. As well say that poetry will obliterate science, for each stands on its own ground, separate and secure, coequal, eternal, like Jungfrau and Matterhorn. Others, again, are saying that the world of poetry has been exhausted by the poets themselves—that nothing new is left to see or to say. But these, too, are idle words.

Substitute “technology” for “science” in this formulation and what remains is robust confidence. Do poets today have that confidence? Does the image of a great Alpine mountain, firmly fixed, with a wide base to accommodate the many and an apex to signify hierarchy, still apply to American poetry today? Has there been an abatement of the feeling that “nothing new is left to see or to say,” or is “make it new” an imperative that now does more harm than good? And do people who believe that poetry is “doomed to perish” realize that this prediction is as worn and threadbare as it is?
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As the editor of The Best American Poetry 1989, Donald Hall addressed these questions in his introduction, which appeared in Harper’s bearing the headline “Death to the Death of Poetry.” It may well be the single best riposte to the biannual magazine article predicting the demise of poetry and verse. Why, he asks, do so many people connected with poetry wonder whether we’re fighting for a last cause? “The pursuit of failure and humiliation is part of it,” Don wrote. But poetry, he added, is the victim of its surprise success. With the acceptance of creative writing as a popular part of the curriculum, more and more people write poems, some of these get published, and “ninety percent are doubtless terrible. (Shall we require capital punishment?) Because more poems than ever are written, doubtless more bad poems are written and printed. Amen.”

Lionhearted Don died last year at the age of eighty-nine. He was a mentor and a model for me. A beloved professor at the University of Michigan, he gave up a coveted appointment (with tenure and all its perks) in exchange for a life of jeopardy, “forty joyous years of freelance writing,” twenty of them shared with his late wife, the poet Jane Kenyon. In Eagle Pond Farm, in New Hampshire, Don, an inveterate correspondent, got so much mail—books, magazines, manuscripts, poems, and letters—that for a time the post office assigned him a zip code of his own. He made his living by his pen (literally; Don hired someone else to do his typing for him). He wrote about subjects not strictly literary, tried his hand at a variety of genres (children’s literature, sports journalism), interviewed eminences, explored other arts (sculpture, painting), edited journals and anthologies, wrote textbooks.

Working with Don on BAP 1989 was a wonderful experience—in their differing ways, he and John Ashbery taught me more than anyone else about editing a poetry anthology. Reading for the 1989 book, Don voted for pluralism over purism. In a sentence that I have taken to heart, he wrote that he forced himself “to admit some dead metaphors, maybe even an unscannable line in a metrical poem, and certainly a disgusting line break or two—for the famous sake of the whole . . . although I have wept salt tears over my principled antinomianism.”

In 1994 Don asked me to succeed him as the general editor of the University of Michigan Press’s Poets on Poetry series. As it was Don who invented the series, he and I were its only editors for its first thirty years. A denizen of New Hampshire, Don loved baseball in general, the Boston Red Sox in particular, so when it was my turn to toast him on the occasion of his seventieth birthday in 1998, I turned to the erstwhile national pastime, recalled that the Dodgers had exactly two managers for four decades, and grandly declared that the two of us were “the Walter Alston and Tommy Lasorda / of the University of Michigan Press, / and though you and I are not exactly like / either of them, Michigan links us / and we have uniform jackets to prove it.”

Don won many accolades, book prizes, and medals, and was appointed the nation’s poet laureate in 2006. “Poetry is my life,” he wrote in Essays after Eighty (2014)—it was at the vital center of all his activities. He identified himself as a poet even before his student years at Phillips Exeter, Harvard, and Oxford. Some of the finest poems of Don’s late period were chosen for The Best American Poetry: “Prophecy,” “History,” “The Porcelain Couple,” and “Her Garden” among them. With his versatility and energy, he always demonstrated the value of hard work in one’s poetic practice. The title of Life Work, his 1993 memoir, sums up in two words the moral imperative that work represented for Hall. He revised incessantly, always believing that a better draft lay ahead. “Some of these essays took more than eighty drafts,” he tells us in Essays after Eighty, a title with a concealed double meaning.

Provocative, fearless, Hall warned against the “Workshop Poem, McPoem, Clone-Poem, or Standard American Poem” in the 1980s, and surely we still suffer from the mass-produced “product of the workshop, a poem identically cooked from coast to coast.” Aspiring poets who wish to write prose would do well to observe Don’s strictures: “Don’t begin paragraphs with ‘I.’ ” “Avoid ‘me’ and ‘my’ when you can.” “Do not commit dead metaphors.” “Overuse or misuse of adjectives and adverbs makes prose weak and lethargic.” “When we hope to persuade, we should pay court to the opposition.”5 In his essays he wrote what I call exclamation-point sentences, sentences next to which I place an exclamation point in the margin. In “Thank You Thank You,” a 2012 New Yorker essay in which Don muses about the effect of poetry readings on the composition of verse, note in this sequence of sentences how cogent analysis and historical example give way to whimsy, humor, casual insight, and a totally unexpected opinion:

Sound had always been my portal to poetry, but in the beginning sound was imagined through the eye. Gradually the out-loud mouth-juice of vowels, or mouth-chunk of consonants, gave body to poems in performances. Dylan Thomas showed the way. Charles Olson said that “form is never more than an extension of content.”6 Really, content is only an excuse for oral sex. The most erotic poem in English is Paradise Lost.

It’s hard to stop reading at this point, isn’t it? Don’s opinions were exemplary in the sense that they always made you think. And he had generosity of spirit; he felt, as I do, that the warring factions and movements of contemporary poetry can sit down and break bread together.

To the memory of Donald Hall we dedicate this volume in The Best American Poetry series.



1. For a more recent interpretation, see the song as performed by Chris Colfer and Darren Criss in the tenth episode of Glee’s second season.

2. “Five Minutes More” (Jule Styne and Sammy Cahn); “She Didn’t Say Yes, She Didn’t Say No” (Jerome Kern and Otto Harbach); the balcony in Verona: Romeo and Juliet.

3. Floyd Abrams, The Wall Street Journal, September 29–30, 2018: “Retreating from, let alone abandoning the intellectual battlefield will only encourage more cries for self-censorship by offended readers. There is simply no excuse for these so often revered publications to comport themselves as if they resided in some sort of cultural re-education camp.”

4. Interviewed in Vrij Nederland, Buruma said this of the Review’s publisher: “No, he did not fire me. But he made clear to me that university publishers, whose advertisements make publication of The New York Review of Books partly possible, were threatening a boycott. They are afraid of the reactions on the campuses, where this is an inflammatory topic. Because of this, I feel forced to resign—in fact it is a capitulation to social media and university presses.” Conor Friedersdorf, “The Journalistic Implications of Ian Buruma’s Resignation,” The Atlantic, September 25, 2018. See also Lionel Shriver, “Easy Chair,” Harper’s, February 2019, pp. 5–7.

5. The first two of these quotations are from Essays After Eighty (Mariner Books), the third from Breakfast Served Any Time All Day (Michigan), the final two from the third edition of Writing Well (Little, Brown).

6. It was actually Robert Creeley who said that “form is never more than an extension of content.” Don’s was an easy mistake to make, as Creeley and Olson were close friends and colleagues; both were associated with Black Mountain College in the 1950s, and it was in their correspondence that Olson developed many of his theories on poetics.
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INTRODUCTION



by Major Jackson
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Does American poetry suffer from an abundance of “artistic dignity” and not enough “street credibility”? It’s possible. When I asked a friend, a terrific prose writer, why she seems to have a slight disdain for poetry, she replied, “It’s too elitist, like walking through a beautiful forest in which I know not where to look much less know what I am searching for. If I don’t get it as a reader, then I feel like an idiot and somehow not worthy of the form.” In years past, I would have fretted and dismissed her remarks as garden-variety philistinism, but my friend is admirably sensitive, a brilliant scholar, Ivy educated, and not someone prone to make trivializing remarks without great consideration.

Nor is she alone. For the better part of my life, at dinner parties, neighborhood gatherings, or the sidelines of my children’s sporting events, I have had to confront the incredulity of ordinarily thoughtful, even erudite people who professed a similar antagonism toward poetry. An English department chair, a Renaissance scholar relishing a moment of candor with tapenade and a flute of Dom Ruinart in hand, admitted to me that he is “terrified” of poetry. The roots of such fears and anxieties have been the subject of many essays, and as a result there are as many defenses as there are quarrels with poetry, the most recent being Ben Lerner’s humorous and insolently titled The Hatred of Poetry.

Three decades ago, my friend Sven Birkerts explained, almost prophetically, that poets write in an age of great distraction brought on by society’s materialist compulsions and helplessness in the face of the latest seductive technology that render the inner musings of poets frivolous, irrelevant, and downright absurd. He writes:

The race is busily standardizing itself and turning its attention outward; sciences, technologies, and the mass processing of information are the order of the day. Truth, for the time being, is what can be measured, calculated, or found on some instrument. . . . And the inner life is given its due only when the strain of imbalance sends a crack zigzagging through the outer shell.

Around the same time, the late Polish poet Czesław Miłosz—who defined poetry as “the passionate pursuit of the Real”—pinpointed the source of the division to that moment in the nineteenth century when, just as the physical laws and equations of science began to assert themselves aggressively as the only relevant language to explain phenomena, poets with an eye on posterity (Ars longa, vita brevis) resolutely glorified the poem as “Art” for its own sake (L’art pour L’art) with no grander aims than to serve as a vehicle for their fame. The result? A weakening if not a loss of the poet’s divine imagination through which humankind once profited from the ability to provide consoling metaphors that explained our passage from life to death. And thus, says Miłosz, the bond between the poet and the “great human family” ruptured, leaving us with no more than slim “volumes of poems incomprehensible to the public” amounting to a collection of “broken whisper[s] and dying laughter.”

My faith in the transformative power of literature has never waned. However, a year ago, after a decade as the poetry editor of the Harvard Review and a score of years teaching undergraduates and graduate students, I began to share the sentiments expressed by my prose-writing friend, particularly regarding the preciousness of poetry. I became disenchanted with what amounted to beautiful architecture, glass fortresses of language whose walls and ceilings were lined with parallel facing mirrors in which the poet’s ego or aggressive wit or moral superiority or mannered experimentation gradually faded into an abyss of itself, ad infinitum, and the age lost its witness, and the reader, yearning for human connection, was crowded out by a narcissism that was hard not to see. And these works were written by some of the best minds! If they failed, it was not for lack of talent. The poems worked for their intended audiences. They won prizes, adulation. Yet their lack of engagement with the world beyond art limits their appeal. It may even be that some poets, “afflicted with a modesty of ambition,” as the recently departed Donald Hall declared, are apt to preen more for their Instagram feed than for Mount Parnassus.

When faced with the challenge of reading, I have sometimes found myself heavy bored, and the poem in question excessively underwhelming, lacking dimension or scale, or altogether devoid of any authentic feeling or thinking that might render the work illuminating or inspiring. About audience, I am fond of telling students that writing poetry is on par with composing for the gods who themselves are makers and, we are told, all-knowing, and that the challenge of any poet is to sing beyond the ennui and cynicism that are the byproduct of a restless omniscience. Even the gods are entitled to their revelations, a new purchase on their divinity.

Our art should do more than celebrate ourselves in Whitmanian fashion or sublimely frame our individualism or camouflage our moral shortcomings and desperate self-regard. Even the most personal poems should break through our novelistic sense of ourselves and stabilize the mutual fate of our shared destinies, our ephemerality.

On a December day, a Friday, as I was sinking into such dispirited, curmudgeonly feelings, an old friend from my youth in Philadelphia, the rapper Tariq Trotter aka Black Thought, sporting a tan fedora and tinted shades, dropped a ten-minute freestyle on Funkmaster Flex’s radio show in the studios of Hot 97-FM (New York). It is a lyrical performance that has made the Philadelphia-born emcee a legend in hip-hop circles. With lines like “The microphone doctor, black Deepak Chopra / I’m a griot that make you wanna peacock your arm” and “I need royalty because I bleed royal / Go through the veins to the brain, fabulous and strange / My journalistic range is a catalyst for change,” his flow, as we say, went viral and garnered a million YouTube views in a single day. By Monday morning, Jelani Cobb opined in The New Yorker: “In the combative, Darwinian world of hip-hop, [Black Thought’s] densely arrayed metaphors, the calibrated poise, and casual displays of erudition (‘I’m international—my passport pages are like War and Peace’) all point to an artist who remains thoroughly in control of his gifts.” That weekend I must have watched Black Thought’s performance, ballooning into a cultural event, nearly a dozen times, and was reminded of what first drew me to poetry: verbal dexterity, a passionate intelligence, nutritional wit, all from a single imagination that sees beyond reality.

I had long ago put aside the highbrow argument that rap lyricists and songwriters such as Nobel laureate Bob Dylan are nonliterary, and thus I was open to the message that, although not a populist art, poetry has the potential of captivating more than an audience of one if it aims for the highest imaginative reaches of human speech, advances an untainted vision of humanity that preserves our dignity as a species, and works to maintain the sovereignty of language against abusive and corruptive rhetoric that breeds hatred—like much of what we experience today in our political sphere. Filled with this conviction, I calibrated my thinking about the project.

And thus editing The Best American Poetry came as a challenge to fulfill a single criterion: locate poems that by the sheer force and virtuosity of their making renew the bonds between reader and poet, the holy trinity of an art formulated once by Etheridge Knight as “The Poet, The Poem, The People.” I sought poems that braved human connection; poems that battled the inertia of our daily routines and fixed modes of thinking; poems that shaded in the outlines of contemporary life and generously extended us into a profound understanding of ourselves as outraged, joyous, vulnerable, intelligent, loving; and finally, poems that overpowered the indifference we exhibit toward each other, which, if unchecked, may become one of the great horrors of living in the twenty-first century. Even with multiple social media platforms, even with satellites that televise from every corner of the world, we are, without art and literature, incapable of taking in the full width and complexity of our humanity and are likely to overlook the miracles that are found there. Now that our skies are once again our battlefields, we reflexively turn to our screens to see our proliferated differences, ideological or otherwise, amplified into profits, a kind of circus composed of codes.

What I am trying to say is that we are the forest, to take up my friend’s metaphor: inscrutable, trodden, and, yes, beautiful. What we seek in poetry is ourselves beyond the inarticulateness, silence, and immeasurable mystery that define human existence. Poems work to free us of this tyranny. We are all aware of how difficult it is to absorb and embrace each other’s unfathomable natures, let alone our idiosyncratic feelings and thoughts, which, when encountered in a poem, can make the uninitiated feel ruthlessly uncomfortable, to the point of bristling.

Still, how rewarding the happenstance when we encounter a poem that embodies that complexity and difficulty, the shape and contours of our deep humanity and aloneness, the words that give expression to what we feel or did not know we felt. Like wow! when one hears a jazz solo and a phrase is played amid the seeming chaos, wholly familiar, just slightly changed and zoom! it’s off again navigating the suburbs and bedlam of sound.

Poems have reacquainted me with the spectacular spirit of the human, that which is fundamentally elusive to algorithms, artificial intelligence, behavioral science, and genetic research: Sometimes I get up early and even my soul is wet (Pablo Neruda, “Here I Love You”); Earth’s the right place for love: / I don’t know where it’s likely to go better (Robert Frost, “Birches”); I wonder what death tastes like. / Sometimes I toss the butterflies / Back into the air (Yusef Komunyakaa, “Venus’s Flytraps”); The world / is flux, and light becomes what it touches (Lisel Mueller, “Monet Refuses the Operation”); We do not want them to have less. / But it is only natural that we should think we have not enough (Gwendolyn Brooks, “Beverly Hills, Chicago”). Once, while in graduate school, reading Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood” in the corner of a café, I was surprised to find myself with brimming eyes, filled with unspeakable wonder and sadness at the veracity of his words: Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting: / The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star, / Hath had elsewhere its setting, / And cometh from afar. Poetry, as the poet Edward Hirsch has written, “speaks out of a solitude to a solitude.”

Are these the best poems? I count them among a growing personal anthology. For me, the best poems are those in which the author avoids concealment and obfuscation, and the truth of that person, eccentric, vulnerable, and brilliant, bears itself out in a sound heretofore unheard. The best poems evince such authenticity in language, form, thought, and emotion that leave us breathless, with the very air around us somehow changed. It’s that moment when we stand mouths agape, hands above us in disbelief, at the courageousness, elegance, and purity of a magical utterance.

With the democratization of American poetry, we’ve lost a single, set measure by which to assess the “best” poems; our gains, however, include the multiple lenses through which we may perceive the ore lining the caves of the composing imagination. To our fortune, these lenses do not cancel each other out but force us to see more than a literary artifact that can be judged according to a strict code of appraisal. We are invited to exercise multiple consciousness, multiple literary and cultural traditions. The difficulty of the critic lies in the inability to shape-shift toward a greater incarnation of the human family that ultimately dwarfs one’s tiny tools of evaluation.
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