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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.”

—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
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To one who monitors the news for manifestations of poetry in unusual places, 2019 did not disappoint. The cover of the March 25 issue of Time featured a picture of an orange peach. The headline: “Do They Dare?” The subhead: “The Democrats will likely impeach.” The echo of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” the prematurely balding fellow who wonders whether he has the gumption to eat a peach, confirmed something I learned teaching a course called “Great Poems” at New York University: that “Prufrock” remains the modern poem they love best, these talented first-year students who qualified for the college’s honors program and enjoyed memorizing sonnets, comparing carpe diem poems by Donne and Marvell, and discussing whether “Kubla Khan” was really a mere fragment, as its author claimed.

On the front page of The Wall Street Journal bearing the same date, a tripartite headline observing haiku rules caught my eye: “Haikus About Space/Make Science Less Tedious/So Hope Scientists.” Daniela Hernandez’s story imparted news of “sciku,” the use of the haiku form instead of a one-sentence summary of a study in lunar and planetary science. For example, Áine O’Brien’s “The Effects of Shock and Raman Laser Irradiation on the Maturity of Organics in Martian Meteorites” is easier to grasp when summarized in seventeen syllables spread over three lines in units of five, seven, and five syllables: Look at falling sky / Rock from big red rock in black / Sky to find life signs. That is quite impressive, and the whole phenomenon adds to evidence I have gathered that the haiku may be the perfect form for an age of shortened attention spans.

In 1986, the Library of Congress rechristened the position of “consultant in poetry” to “poet laureate.” Since then, the designation has spread from nation to state, city, county, and borough. In April, the Academy of American Poets announced that thirteen poets laureate will receive a combined sum exceeding one million dollars “to support civic programs.” One of the lucky thirteen is the guest editor of this year’s Best American Poetry. Paisley Rekdal, poet laureate of Utah, plans to sponsor a statewide poetry festival and to launch Mapping Literary Utah, a website devoted to the work of writers who live or have lived in Utah. Jeanetta Calhoun Mish, poet laureate of Oklahoma, will present poetry workshops in rural areas. Grace Cavalieri of Maryland is lining up newspapers to publish Maryland poets.

Dana Gioia, in his stint as poet laureate of California, visited each county in the state, a feat requiring heroic measures of stamina. Karen Craigo, Missouri’s current poet laureate, plans to gather a collection of poems from all of the state’s 114 counties. Claudia Castro Luna, poet laureate of the state of Washington, will convene poetry workshops and readings along the entire length of the Columbia River. William Carlos Williams wrote that he was “the happy genius of [his] household,” and maybe that’s another way of saying the poet laureate of the backyard. The designation does get taken to an incongruous extreme at times. Last August, Atlanta magazine broke the story that Waffle House has tapped Georgia Tech professor Karen Head as the chain’s first official poet laureate. When asked how a Waffle House is like a poem, Professor Head pointed out that both poetry and hash browns are “made things.”

More news of poetry’s therapeutic powers surfaced in 2019. In addition to its palliative value, reading or writing poetry “can heal,” according to the poet and physician Rafael Campo, who teaches at Harvard Medical School and works at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center in Boston. A pilot study at Northwestern University’s medical school aims to ascertain whether “reading poetry with patients has the potential to help alleviate doctor burnout.”1 During the daily “grim half-hour” when the editors of the New York Times’s national desk convene, the session begins with a poem, somewhat in the way prayers may have served in the past. The poems come from Billy Collins’s anthology Poetry 180. Marianne Boruch, Langston Hughes, Wordsworth, David Ignatow, Paul Verlaine, and Charles Simic are among the poets whose words read aloud have blessed the editors.2 It is nevertheless true that poetry still shows up sometimes in the old philistine way. A dour New Yorker article on that most dour of subjects, Brexit, listed some of the woes that have befallen Great Britain since June 2015:


[Boris] Johnson asked the Queen to shut down Parliament; the Supreme Court opened it up again. He called for a general election; the Labour Party, led by Jeremy Corbyn, refused to agree to one unless Brexit was delayed. The pound fell. Death threats multiplied. Politicians quoted poetry. A third of British adults said that Brexit had affected their mental health. A man in a clown outfit stood outside the gates of Parliament shouting, “Save our bendy bananas!”3



In that succession of dire sentences, you wonder what “politicians quoted poetry” is doing.

Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson are the two nineteenth-century American poets who continue to exert the greatest influence on contemporary poetry. In 2019, the bicentennial of Whitman’s birth was celebrated with exhibitions devoted to the poet at the New York Public Library, the Morgan Library, and the Grolier Club in New York City. The shows triggered glowing articles about the bard of democracy. In The New Yorker, Peter Schjeldahl made the astute observation that “If Keats was ‘half in love with easeful death,’ Whitman was head over heels for it, as a subject fit for his titanic drive to coax positive value from absolutely everything.”4 In September, the U.S. Postal Service released its 85-cent Walt Whitman stamp covering mail weighing up to three ounces. The Whitman stamp features a portrait of the poet by Sam Weber based on a photograph taken by Frank Pearsall in 1869. A lilac bush and hermit thrush in the background are meant to remind correspondents of Whitman’s elegy for Abraham Lincoln, “When Lilacs Last in the Door-Yard Bloom’d.”

The Library of America published Walt Whitman Speaks: His Final Thoughts on Life, Writing, Spirituality, and the Promise of America edited by Brenda Wineapple. (In conversation, Whitman foresaw threats to “free speech, free printing, free assembly,” amounting to a “weapon of menace to our future.”) Also in 2019, poets made efforts to accord landmark status to Whitman’s Brooklyn residence at 99 Ryerson Street. Seeing the house for the first time “brought tears to my eyes,” Douglas Crase wrote in a plea to the Landmarks Preservation Commission. “Through that door space in 1855 walked Walt Whitman, at the very time he was about to publish the book that would change American literature forever.” The landmarks commission has balked because the structure is undistinguished architecturally. Nevertheless it is the only remaining New York City building that served as the poet’s residence. There are shrines to the poet in Huntington, Long Island, where he was born, and in Camden, New Jersey, where he spent his final years. But the place where he lived while finishing and publishing Leaves of Grass is unmarked and subject to the considerations of realtors and builders. Shouldn’t there be a site in Brooklyn to honor the author of “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry”?

At an international festival at the Walt Whitman Birthplace in August, Robert Schultz delivered a talk on “Walt Whitman and the Civil War,” reflecting the work he and Binh Danh have done collaboratively on this important subject. War Memoranda: Photography, Walt Whitman, and Memorials, their book, contains Danh’s cyanotypes of Civil War battlefields and Schultz’s poems, prose, and chlorophyll prints of Whitman and of Civil War soldiers developed in the flesh of leaves. The conference at the birthplace was moderated by the redoubtable Ed Folsom of the University of Iowa, who chaired as many as eight conferences devoted to the “good gray poet” in 2019.

In conjunction with North American Review, Brian Clements launched “Every Atom” (as in “every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you”), a series of two hundred entries on consecutive days from poets and other Whitman lovers, who were asked to select a passage from Walt and to annotate it, as Martín Espada did on day one (May 31) with reflections on the wonderful lines from “Song of Myself” that begin “Walt Whitman, an American, one of the roughs, a kosmos.” It is a happy choice, illustrating “Whitman the visionary, the prophet of the new politics and the new poetics.”5

On June 11, the poet Richard Jackson quoted these famous lines from “Song of Myself”: “Do I contradict myself? / Very well, then… I contradict myself. / I am large… I contain multitudes.” The lines are Whitman’s way of saying, with Emerson, that “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines.” There are, Jackson said, dozens of Walt Whitmans afloat. “I was once Walt Whitman,” Jorge Luis Borges wrote in “Camden, 1892,” and one notes, too, Pessoa’s “Salutation to Walt Whitman”; Lorca’s “Ode to Walt Whitman” and Neruda’s ode with the same title; Hart Crane extending his hand to his forerunner in “The Bridge”; Allen Ginsberg imagining Whitman in a California supermarket, and A. R. Ammons beholding the “radiance” of creation in “The City Limits.”

The lines justifying self-contradiction can amount to an anticipatory defense of personae, masks, and heteronyms. On June 22, Julia Alvarez (whose work is included in this year’s Best American Poetry) picked up the theme, writing that “In his ‘Oda a Walt Whitman,’ Neruda claims Whitman taught him to be Americano by celebrating a hemispheric America large enough to include everybody. There was something simpatico—a word Whitman himself uses—between the poet and Hispanic ways of seeing and saying and moving through the world. In fact, when I encountered Jorge Luis Borges’s translation of Leaves of Grass into Spanish (Hojas de Hierba), the poem didn’t sound translated—it flowed beautifully in Spanish, as if that had been its origin language.”

The celebration of Whitman’s bicentennial was complicated by the knowledge that in 1874 Walt denigrated the intellect of black people. Matthew Zapruder in his “Poem for Harm” spoke of his disappointment: “I believed you / your whole life you made // one book some people / now take out into the forest // to ritually burn / because elsewhere you wrote // when you were more than / old enough to know // what you truly thought / of the intellect // of black folks who / were not inside your song.”6 Even as we enshrine Whitman, it is wise to remember that approval of his poetry was never universal—that as he aged, he tended to revise his poems for the worse and that biographical facts or rumors injurious to his reputation surface now and then. Poetry has always been a contested field, and Willa Cather, back in 1896, argued that Whitman’s egalitarianism meant the forfeiture of a moral imagination. She wrote that he “accepted the world just as it is and glorified it, the seemly and unseemly, the good and the bad. He had no conception of a difference in people or in things. All men had bodies and were alike to him, one about as good as another. To live was to fulfill all natural laws and impulses. To be comfortable was to be happy. To be happy was the ultimatum. He did not realize the existence of a conscience or a responsibility. He had no more thought of good or evil than the folks in Kipling’s Jungle book.”

Maybe so, but I would prefer to let Neruda, as translated by Martín Espada, have the last word. Here is the conclusion of “Ode to Walt Whitman”:


But

your voice

sings

in the train stations

on the edge of town,

your words

splash

like

dark water

across

the

loading docks

at night,

and your people,

white

and black,

poor

people,

simple

as all people

are simple,

do not forget

your bell:

they congregate singing

beneath

the magnitude

of your spacious life:

they walk among people

with your love

nurturing the pure evolution

of fraternidad across the earth.





I have a natural respect for poets who write prose, can meet deadlines, and undertake ambitious projects. Paisley Rekdal does these things energetically. For her poems she has won the admiration of other estimable poets; her work was selected for five of the last eight volumes of The Best American Poetry. Among her books I have a special fondness for Intimate: An American Family Photo Album, a memoir dealing with the mixed-race marriage of her parents. The prose is interspersed with the photos of Edward Curtis, who, in Theodore Roosevelt’s words, “lived on intimate terms with many different tribes of the mountains and plains.” Some of Rekdal’s entries are prose poems. One begins: “As a child I was often confused as to who was Chinese and who was white. I thought David Carradine was Chinese. I thought Yul Brynner was Chinese. I thought Tom Brokaw, who looked like my mother’s youngest brother, Kingsley, was Chinese. Everyone was potentially Chinese, just as everyone was also potentially white.” Paisley worked hard on this volume, never losing her sense of humor. On January 13, she told her Twitter followers. “In the unending series of online distractions to help keep me from finishing this introductory essay to a volume of poetry I edited, I have bought a 2-piece satin suit, an owl house, pendant lights, an ice cream cake, slippers, and now a ukulele.” One list of her favorite poems from the year’s magazines was headed “Poems I will not cut on pain of death.”

At a time when misinformation can spread with internet speed, it bears repeating that the choices for each volume in The Best American Poetry series are made by the guest editor, whose autonomy is guaranteed; the series editor can advise but not insist. Aside from picking the guest editor and assisting her, the series editor attends mainly to the preparation, production, and promotion of the book. It is his job to supervise the process—to write a foreword, to obtain and to edit the guest editor’s introduction and the contributors’ notes and comments, to enforce such rules as we have (no translations, for example), to acquire permissions, to assemble the manuscript, to help choose the cover art, and to work with the publisher as we rush to meet imminent deadlines.

The Best American Poetry is constantly evolving not just because of the passage of time—the 2020 volume will necessarily differ from the one dated 1990—but because there is a different guest editor each year. Like a moving object in space, poetry cannot be located with precision because the tools of measurement affect the outcome. The best we can do is to represent as many legitimate points of view as are commensurate with the size of the nation, the various factions competing for attention, the demographic and regional diversity of our writers, and the rival conceptions of poetic excellence. I may or may not agree with the guest editor’s selections, but the whole point of the exercise is to foreground that person’s taste, to allow a practitioner of the art to win a readership for the poems that she or he admires the most. This is so whether the criteria are based on personal taste, a political conviction, a sense of some ineffable something that resists definition, a value placed on intelligence, urgency, charm, complexity, emotional resonance, the pleasure principle, or principles derived from Arnold, Eliot, Leavis, Ricks, Bloom, Vendler, or one’s friends at the AWP convention. Each year’s volume may be consulted as a criticism of last year’s. No volume is absolutely definitive. A friend once quipped that people love to argue about an anthology; some put it down, but everyone wants to be in it. The effect is magnified by social media.

In her introduction to this year’s volume, the guest editor revives the venerable tradition of querying the title of the anthology. Back in 1988, John Ashbery anticipated the “best” problem and joked, “Maybe we should call the book ‘OK Poems of the Year.’ ” I often wonder why poets have worried the question while it goes unmentioned in anthologies of the year’s best stories and essays. If anyone has a theory, I’d like to hear it. In his introduction to The Best American Poetry 2006, Billy Collins sizes it up this way: “Several past guest editors have felt a need to make apologies for that superlative. In these hypersensitive times when the lighting of a cigarette is regarded as a mortal offense, why be surprised that the notion of ranking poems would be cause for discomfort?”



In 1998, we published a volume entitled The Best of the Best American Poetry: 1988–1997 with selections from the first ten years of the series. The choices were made by Harold Bloom, the Yale University eminence who died last fall at age eighty-nine. Bloom was the most famous, most prolific, and most influential literary critic in America from the time he published The Anxiety of Influence in 1973. The title of that book has entered our critical vocabulary, as has Bloom’s thesis that a “strong” poet must overcome the influence of a powerful precursor. To become himself, Wordsworth had to contend with Milton, for example, while John Ashbery had to endure a wrestling match with Wallace Stevens.

I had met Harold quite by chance six years earlier. In September 1967, as I was about to enter my sophomore year at Columbia, I borrowed my parents’ car and, knowing that Yale began its semester a few weeks before we did, drove to New Haven with a friend hoping to sit in on a class. The administrator we approached was kind enough to direct us to a seminar in modern poetry taught by Harold Bloom. It was the first day of the semester, and the professor told the group that only four modern poets were worthy of our attention: William Butler Yeats, D. H. Lawrence, Wallace Stevens, and Hart Crane. This was bold. Everyone else was taking notes, and Bloom glowered and asked me why I wasn’t doing so. Instead of answering I asked what happened to Eliot, Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, and Marianne Moore? “They’re not central,” he said, which was indisputably a maverick position.

In the 1980s, Bloom embarked on the effort of editing hundreds of volumes of critical essays, turning out an introduction for each. “Harold can write an introduction faster than our staffers can turn out jacket copy,” Patricia Baldwin, his chief of staff, told me when I visited New Haven in July 1986. At the time, I was writing regularly for Newsweek. At Time or Newsweek in the good old pre-Net days, the hardest thing about writing a six-column piece on a professor of literature was to persuade your senior editor that you can appeal to a general readership that was generally indifferent to academic scholarship. Here I had a brainstorm. I went in and told my editor that Bloom was “the Henry Kissinger of literary criticism” and got the green light.

I reported that Bloom looked like Zero Mostel and sounded like a combination of Oscar Wilde and an Old Testament prophet. For one who rejoiced in the ecstatic vision of a favorite poet, he exuded a certain charming air of gloom. He told me he knew by heart every line of poetry he ever read that he liked. “My dear,” he said, “what matters in literature in the end is surely the idiosyncratic, the individual, the flavor or the color of a particular human suffering.” Insomnia allowed him to read and reread to his heart’s content.

When the poet John Hollander dropped by, and the three of us went out to lunch, I wondered who would prove the bigger talker, for both John and Harold were amazing monologists (and, incidentally, lifelong Yankee fans). No contest; Harold could outtalk anyone. I liked his avuncular salutations: there was “Uncle Archie” (Ammons), “Uncle Ashbery,” and “the noble Merrill.” Newsweek ran my piece under the heading “Let a Hundred Blooms Flower” (international edition) and “Yale’s Insomniac Genius.”

Harold edited The Best of the Best American Poetry, 1988–1997 with his usual flair—and his usual knack for arousing firestorms of disputation. He included selections from nine of the books but nothing from the 1996 volume, which Adrienne Rich had edited. In his introductory essay, Harold launched an attack on multiculturalism and identity poetry—in which the author’s sex, age, ethnic identity, class, and race trump other considerations—and made it plain that Adrienne’s sensibility and taste were to blame. When I couldn’t persuade Harold to hold his fire, I phoned Adrienne to give her a heads-up. She was very gracious. “Don’t worry,” she said, indicating that she felt it was “an honor” to be thus assailed by Bloom. The Boston Review devoted much of an issue to a discussion of Harold’s pronouncements. Most of the writers denounced and dissented in vehement terms. I, who do not set out to court controversy but have learned the publishing value of provocation, was relieved when my publisher informed me that the denunciations had helped sell books.

Bloom’s energy never flagged, despite two decades of medical woes that would have arrested a lesser person. Harold wrote right up to the end, by longhand when possible. Writing kept him alive. He wrote books, massive tomes in some cases, on Shakespeare, on the American religion, on Genesis (parts of which, he argued, were written by a woman), and on some of his favorite characters, Hamlet, Lear, Cleopatra, Falstaff, Iago.

My last message to Harold was prompted by a reading of his book on King Lear. It was on July 21, 2018. “I am reading your book on Lear,” I wrote, “and must reaffirm that you are every inch a genius.”



I write in self-imposed isolation, belatedly, as this book is well into production. The coronavirus that originated in Wuhan, China, and is spreading with the speed of a medieval plague, has mandated “social distancing,” a phrase now commonplace. In Wall Street lingo, we have suffered a fearful “black swan event” that no economic model could have forecast. The shock to our systems of living and of thought has not yet been fully absorbed, but already the stock market has tumbled, main streets look like ghost streets, schools are closed, colleges have sent their students home, the NBA has shut down, the NCAA’s March Madness was canceled, and Major League Baseball’s spring training, too. Even politicians have taken notice. Emergency measures are taking effect. The effort to create an effective vaccine is under way. We can hope that an antidote is in a chemist’s test tube even now. Medical scientists are doing their best to “flatten the infection curve”—to limit the spread of this ultra-contagious virus that has already killed many thousands of people and caused whole nations to close down.

Confined to quarters, I have the luxury of thinking about this plague in relation to those in our literature and history—the ten plagues God visited upon the Egyptians in Exodus; the plague Oedipus brought on Thebes when he committed the twin sins of parricide and incest; the bubonic plague that decimated Europe in the fourteenth century. It is possible to regard the current situation allegorically as a punishment we have brought upon ourselves or possibly as a prophecy of geopolitical warfare or a radical solution to the problem Malthus posed. It is also a failure of the imagination inasmuch as we were as unprepared for it as we were at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. The reassuring thing is that we did win the war that we entered on that day.

In the aftermath of the terrorist attack of September 11, 2001, W. H. Auden’s “September 1, 1939” gained a new currency. The most famous line of that poem—“We must love one another or die”—was brutalized in an opinion piece in today’s New York Times (March 19, 2020), which substituted “help” (and “assist”) for “love.” The more important point is that Auden’s poetry endures. Poetry matters. People instinctively turn to poetry during a crisis, for it is then that we become most acutely aware of our need for beauty, truth, wisdom, charm, and delight. American poets are and will be living through a crisis worse than any in my lifetime, and how they respond to it will prove a fascinating test, challenge, and spur.

1 Sumathi Reddy, “A Prescription of Poetry to Help Patients Speak Their Minds,” in The Wall Street Journal, December 1, 2019, p. A11.

2 Marc Lacey, “How Poetry Shakes Up the National Desk’s Morning Meetings,” Times Insider, March 5, 2020.

3 Sam Knight, “The Long Goodbye,” The New Yorker, November 4, 2019, p. 18.

4 Peter Schjeldahl, “The Song of a Nation,” The New Yorker, June 24, 2019, pp. 74–75.

5 Espada quotes the passage as it appeared in the 1855 edition of the poem. Whitman weakened the line in later versions: “Walt Whitman, a Kosmos, of Manhattan the son.”

6 Matthew Zapruder, Father’s Day (Copper Canyon Press, 2019).
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INTRODUCTION


by Paisley Rekdal
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I have the distinct honor of being perhaps the only guest editor of this series at a time when the future of American poetry, at least, isn’t dire. According to the National Endowment for the Arts, poetry readership is at an astonishing fifteen-year high: 12 percent of the adult U.S. population, around twenty-eight million people, now say they read poetry. It’s gratifying news, made more so by the fact that these readers live in both rural and urban areas. That they are (according to the NEA) mostly female, young, and nonwhite is something that should come as no surprise to anyone who has coached a high school Poetry Out Loud session, or has been cheering on the meteoric rise of poets of color.7

And yet with so much good news about poetry, I’ve been bemused by some of the critical response to it. Of course, the NEA reveals patterns of consumption, not what books readers enjoy, or how they’ve found them, and certainly not what these readers consider the activity of reading poetry to be. Are readers attending to whole collections, as some of my colleagues wonder, or simply a poem or two that drifts across a feed? Both are acts of reading, but they are not necessarily acts of equal attention. And if this rise in poetry readership is linked to the widespread use of social media, as certain colleagues speculate, perhaps the bump might be most efficiently explained by the presence of Rupi Kaur, the Instagram sensation who has sold three million copies of her books. It is the particular connection between social media, internet hype, and aesthetic consumerism that has led some to dismiss this new readership, grumbling their suspicions (ironically, also on social media) that what passes for poetry on Instagram isn’t challenging enough to be considered “good,” and barely makes a claim to be poetry. For them, a certain type of audience enjoyment is to be treated with suspicion, if not disdain.

But, really, how much does it matter how we read poetry? Isn’t the point simply to engage with poems, regardless of how they’re shared or experienced, leaving aside questions of literary taste? For what reason should we resist the idea that the mark of a good poem is that it simply means something to a reader?

It is true that the enjoyment of any art is finally a subjective pleasure, and it is also true that “enjoyment” is not a uniform experience. I once wept myself to hiccups while watching Hachi: A Dog’s Tale on the Hallmark Channel at 3 AM in a hotel, an experience that drained me so thoroughly I then spent $200 on Cindy Crawford eye creams hawked on the post-film infomercial while recovering. I can watch Moonlight or Taxi Driver, then turn around and binge The Real Housewives of New York; I’ve felt deep joy among the poems of Emily Dickinson and Terrance Hayes, but also childishly thrilled to the limericks of Swinburne and the doggerel of Ogden Nash. My point is that my enjoyment of one type of writing does not limit my more profound appreciation for another, and that “good” (and certainly “best”) is often determined by moment-to-moment needs. In fact, it is my very appreciation for what some might consider “low” entertainment that makes my passion for George Eliot and Charlie Parker and Samuel Taylor Coleridge all the more poignant to me.

I begin my introduction with these questions about pleasure, because, to some extent, they undergird each of my anxieties concerning the words “best,” “American,” and “poetry.” Is consuming more poetry, whether online or in anthologies like these, a “best” development in American reading habits? Is caring about the fact we read poetry, or caring about the kind and type of poetry we should be reading, somehow a mark of our culture’s fascination with the practice of spiritual self-improvement, and thus a trend that’s quintessentially “American”? And what, as our devices stifle concentration, blunt our syntax, and burlesque our sympathies, might we now consider the definition of “poetry” to be?

But I wonder, too, if my anxieties around “Best American Poetry” stem less from how I might define each word than from how I’m meant, as both a poet and a reader, to place poetry on a very precarious pedestal. Poems, it seems, appear to have done everything: they have transcribed and resisted (even if they have not occasioned or ended) revolution, fascism, and war; they have attended births and deaths, marriages and divorces; they elegize and they celebrate; they lambast and they praise; they have shaped the language of both our public and our private lives. They have forced no particular activity upon us, and in that regard they achieve nothing; nevertheless we return to the rhythms and sounds of poetry for our most affecting tragedies and triumphs. They are not foundational to the making of our souls, and yet we insist that without their presence in our culture, without our ability to read and attend to them, our souls are impoverished. Poems are made of words and thus can activate nothing without a reader’s consent, and yet we assign to them all the power, authority, and superstition of magic spells. What is a poem, ultimately, but the reader’s fantasy of her own humanity?

And yet poems, too, become, in classrooms and in bookstores and in anthologies like this one, flags of cultural ownership. Poetry contains within it a myriad of voices and histories, but the history of American poetry has not always broadcast its inclusion of these voices. Who has “best” tended to overlook and why? What aesthetics do we like to grant that title, and have they always been ones with, if not the widest media exposure, certainly some popular appeal?

But if I think “best” is, finally, a loaded term of cultural convenience, do I then dismiss the possibility of any objective evaluation of poetry? Are our definitions of what constitutes excellence to be so hamstrung by our identities and unconscious prejudices that we’re now unable or unwilling to critically assess each other’s work? Conversely, if “best” is only a political designation, can’t I then use this anthology to show you an America and a poetry I want you to see? In which case, in which ways is it culturally “best” of this series to choose me as its editor: the first person of Asian descent since this anthology’s inception in 1988?

These questions did not inform the spirit with which I began, and ended, my editorship. Back in the barely memorable blur of late 2018, I approached this volume the way anyone might when presented the opportunity to select for American readers some sense of what the poets were thinking and writing about during 2019, which is to say I began my editorship with fantasies of judicious tastemaking and relevance. I thought about canonicity, and I thought about rigor and talent and required classroom reading, and I thought about all the readers out there languishing in some impoverished airport bookstore, perhaps, wondering what the poets in America were getting up to. And I thought about the poets coming up now in the world who might want to be in such an anthology (because regardless of our dissembling on the matter, poets care very much about being included in this anthology), and then I began to remember my own experience with this series that began more than twenty years ago, when I was in graduate school and The Best American Poetry was being taught by one of my workshop professors. At first, I thought it was a subtle challenge—Here is an anthology in which, if you work very hard, one day you might find yourself validated as a poet, I thought she was telling us, a thought that both energized and depressed me at the time, though I realize now this was simply her way of offering us, her students, some sense of a poetry landscape that was both wider and aesthetically more diverse than a few select collections could be. What she was offering us, I see now, was an opportunity to find others out there like us. If certain critics today would sneer at how readers call pecking at the poems in their feeds “reading,” our own intense gleaning of these anthologies that we did as young poets in the nineties wasn’t much different. We were looking for fellowship. We were looking to find ourselves.

In the end, however, I gave up all pretense to posterity. I cannot fake interest in a poem for the sake of producing an anthology meant only for classroom consumption or hierarchical anxieties. After months of reading I was forced to think of this anthology less as a public testament than a private concern. I picked poems for my pleasure and so put nothing automatically aside. If you were a friend, colleague, or former student, if you were frenemy or ex or both, I read you. I wanted to be delighted, and I wanted to find that delight wherever I could. My reading was intense and wide—twenty-five or thirty-five print journals a month, as well as all the online literary journals and daily poetry publishing services such as Verse Daily, Poetry Daily, and the Academy of American Poets’ Poem-a-Day series. David Lehman sent regular packets stuffed with notes. Still, my reading couldn’t possibly be complete. There are high school and college undergraduate literary journals, there are prison journals, there are community papers and regional and national magazines, there are Instagram feeds and blogs and zines and newsletters. Prior to the internet, an editor of this series might reasonably claim to have read around 70 percent of all poetry published in nationally recognized journals; now, an editor could barely claim to have read 30 percent. Whether or not this is, as some have declared, another Golden Age of Poetry, one thing is for certain: it is the Golden Age of Poetry Publishing, and the result is that a devoted editor could read a brand-new poem published per hour, if she wishes. Possibly per minute.

And on the topic of publishing, I must point out that this anthology—though it includes only mine and David Lehman’s names on the cover—is in reality a multiply-authored creation. I am merely the last in a long series of readers that have been working to assemble this particular group of poets for your reading interest. It didn’t take long for me to chart the sometimes stark difference in journal editors’ tastes, tastes that I began not only to rely upon but to become enamored with. I learned that an excellent editor not only shapes the theme of a single issue, but in turn can shape how individual poems will be read within that journal’s pages. In a few cases, I was shocked to see how the resonance of a poem lessened when taken out of the context of the journal itself; the ideal magazine, I soon discovered, helps poems speak to the other poems that surround it, as well as to the included prose pieces. In a few notable cases, I struggled to limit myself to five or fewer excellent poems from a single journal. I even asked David whether the rules could be bent, whether another three or five more names might be added. The answer, sadly, was no. So I want to salute the journals that made my decision-making so arduous, in the hopes that, if nothing else, readers of this anthology might go on to subscribe to them. Kudos in particular to the curatorial work behind New England Review, Kenyon Review, Michigan Quarterly Review, Waxwing, and Tin House, whose print journal has sadly been shuttered.

In the end, this is a book with a complex, some might say contradictory, aim and readership. Even my own stated objective—pleasure—is an obviously inadequate term to describe the practice of active reading, and the ways that reading itself changes over time. “Pleasure” suggests a state of psychic ease and comfort. But I take pleasure in a variety of poems, just as I take pleasure in a variety of activities over the course of a year, and very few of them offer much easy comfort. I want to think, I want to cry, I want to argue, I want to shout for joy, I want to laugh, I want to be consoled, I want to be challenged, I want to see my world, somehow, both reflected and changed in language. With that last desire in mind, I even began to wonder how much my idea of pleasure in poetry now coincided with my sense of what’s been happening in America. This in turn made me revisit previous introductions to this series, where I found this intriguing paragraph:


Contempt for language, the evisceration of meaning from words, are cultural signs that should not surprise us. Material profit finally has no use for other values, in fact reaps benefits from social incoherence and atomization, and from the erosion of human bonds of trust—in language or anything else. And so rapid has been the coming-apart during the years… in which these poems were being written, so stunned are so many at the violence of the dismantling (of laws, protections, opportunities, due process, mere civilities) that some of us easily forget how the history of this Republic has been a double history, of selective and unequal arrangements regarding property, human bodies, opportunity, due process, freedom of expression, civility and much else.



This is from the introduction Adrienne Rich wrote for The Best American Poetry 1996, and it is both heartening and demoralizing to realize how apropos these words might be for today. Heartening, because I can see we have survived these conditions, demoralizing because we must continue to survive them, and worse. If I’d wanted, I could have packed this anthology with poems solely about climate change. Or about the jailing of migrants, police brutality, gun violence, lost reproductive rights, racial microaggressions, “fake news,” voter suppression, #MeToo sexual violence, and the havoc of late-stage capitalism. To be sure, there are such poems in this volume. If you are in some airport bookstore right now wondering what the poets in America are getting up to, they are getting up to collectively losing their minds.

All of which has made me wonder whether the particular form of “Americanness” on display in the journals now being published was one of perpetual unease, an endless interrogation of the national values that have betrayed many of its citizens. Perhaps, then, the most consistently “American” trait of our poets is this ability and need to pit the language of poetry against the rhetoric of obfuscation, of disenfranchisement, of division. Over the years, we’ve watched politicians chip away at words, insisting that relativism, the growth of stock markets, and personal comfort be the yardsticks that determine truth. We’ve watched scientists hedge about climate change in data and euphemisms the public couldn’t parse; we’ve witnessed public intellectuals pandering to group-think, cowering before the lucubrations of social media. Prior to this last administration, I trusted that good readers would be able to winnow out the wheat from the chaff, but with twenty-four-hour news cycles and the ever-widening maw of the internet, we now seem to be drowning in chaff that powerful institutions, tastemakers, and algorithms insist we accept as gold.
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