













[image: image]

OTHER VOLUMES IN THIS SERIES

John Ashbery, editor, The Best American Poetry 1988

Donald Hall, editor, The Best American Poetry 1989

Jorie Graham, editor, The Best American Poetry 1990

Mark Strand, editor, The Best American Poetry 1991

Charles Simic, editor, The Best American Poetry 1992

Louise Glück, editor, The Best American Poetry 1993

A. R. Ammons, editor, The Best American Poetry 1994

Richard Howard, editor, The Best American Poetry 1995

Adrienne Rich, editor, The Best American Poetry 1996

James Tate, editor, The Best American Poetry 1997

Harold Bloom, editor, The Best of the Best American Poetry 1988–1997

John Hollander, editor, The Best American Poetry 1998

Robert Bly, editor, The Best American Poetry 1999

Rita Dove, editor, The Best American Poetry 2000

Robert Hass, editor, The Best American Poetry 2001

Robert Creeley, editor, The Best American Poetry 2002

Yusef Komunyakaa, editor, The Best American Poetry 2003

Lyn Hejinian, editor, The Best American Poetry 2004

Paul Muldoon, editor, The Best American Poetry 2005

Billy Collins, editor, The Best American Poetry 2006

Heather McHugh, editor, The Best American Poetry 2007

Charles Wright, editor, The Best American Poetry 2008

David Wagoner, editor, The Best American Poetry 2009

[image: image]



[image: image]

SCRIBNER POETRY
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2010 by David Lehman

Foreword copyright © 2010 by David Lehman

Introduction copyright © 2010 by Amy Gerstler

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Scribner Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

First Scribner edition September 2010

scribner poetry and design are registered trademarks of The Gale Group, Inc., used under license by Simon & Schuster, Inc., the publisher of this work.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Manufactured in the United States of America

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

Library of Congress Control Number: 88644281

ISBN 978-1-4391-8147-8
ISBN 978-1-4391-8145-4 (pbk)
ISBN 978-1-4391-8148-5 (ebook)



FOREWORD


by David Lehman

[image: image]

Over the years I’ve read novels centering on lawyers, doctors, diplomats, teachers, financiers, even car salesmen and dentists, but not until 2009 did I come across one about the travails of the editor of a poetry anthology. When word of The Anthologist, Nicholson Baker’s new novel, reached me last September, I couldn’t wait to read it. Baker’s novels defy convention and reveal an obsessive nature, and I wondered what he would make of American poetry, for surely his novel would reflect a strenuous engagement with the art. The title character here, Paul Chowder by unfortunate name, has put together an anthology of poems he is calling Only Rhyme. The phrase describes the notional book’s contents and indicates the editor’s conception of poetic virtue. Paul has chosen the contents of his anthology but is now, on the eve of a deadline, afflicted with writer’s block. He needs to write a foreword but cannot. “How many people read introductions to poetry anthologies, anyway?” he wonders, then volunteers, “I do, but I’m not normal.”

Having asked myself that same question and given a similar answer, I can appreciate the speaker’s troubling awareness of the many poets who have to be left out of his book—and the relatively few people who will bother to read his introductory essay. The task of writing a prefatory note becomes no less difficult when it is an annual requirement, though Nicholson Baker may have made my job a little easier this time around. Every editor has the impulse to use the introductory space to open the door, welcome the guest, and disappear without further ado. But some things are worth saying, and one such is Baker’s defense of anthologies. For a poet facing all the perils that lurk in a poet’s path—a poet very like the novel’s Paul Chowder—anthologies represent the possibility of a belated second chance. And it is that possibility, however slim, that spurs the poet to stick to a vocation that offers so much resistance and promises so few rewards. The “you” in these sentences refers to the American poet—and perhaps to American poetry itself, an oddity in an age that worships celebrity. “You think: One more poem. You think: There will be some as yet ungathered anthology of American poetry. It will be the anthology that people tote around with them on subways thirty-five, forty years from now.” The poet’s conception of fame exists within modest limits, but it is persistent: “And you think: Maybe the very poem I write today will somehow pry open a space in that future anthology and maybe it will drop into position and root itself there.”

Baker’s skeptical distance from the fray makes his take on things particularly compelling. The opinions he puts forth are provocative and entertaining. A proponent of the sit-com as the great American art form, Baker’s anthologist believes that “any random episode of Friends is probably better, more uplifting for the human spirit, than ninety-nine percent of the poetry or drama or fiction or history ever published.” That is quite a statement, even allowing for the complexity of irony. (After all, to be “uplifting for the human spirit” may not be the ideal criterion by which to judge poetry or history.) The speaker establishes his credentials as an American poet with his realism for self-pity’s sake. He suspects that poets form a “community” only in the realm of piety: “We all love the busy ferment, and we all know it’s nonsense. Getting together for conferences of international poetry. Hah! A joke. Reading our poems. Our little moment. Physical presence. In the same room with. A community. Forget it. It’s a joke.”

Baker (or his mouthpiece) likes Swinburne, Poe, Millay, Elizabeth Bishop, Louise Bogan, and the contemporary British poets Wendy Cope and James Fenton. He disapproves of free verse, distrusts the “ultra-extreme enjambment” that you find in William Carlos Williams or Charles Olson, and argues that “iambic pentameter” is something of a hoax. As for the unrhymed poems that dominate literary magazines and university workshops, he feels it would be more accurate to call them “plums” and their authors “plummets” or “plummers.” How did we get to this state of affairs? In Baker’s account, the chief villain is Ezra Pound, “a blustering bigot—a humorless jokester—a talentless pasticheur—a confidence man.” Pound advocated modernism in verse with the same bullying arrogance that went into his radio broadcasts on behalf of Mussolini, and that is no accident, because the impulse that led to fascism also gave rise to modern poetry. Modernism as Pound preached it and T. S. Eliot practiced it—in The Waste Land, “a hodge-podge of flummery and borrowed paste”—was, in short, probably as ruinous for the art of verse as fascism was for Europe. The popularity of translations, especially prose versions of exotic foreign verse rendered from a language that the translator doesn’t know, also did its part to hasten the “death of rhyme.”

The views articulated in The Anthologist are antithetical to contemporary practice in ways that recall Philip Larkin’s conviction that Pound ruined poetry, Picasso ruined painting, and Charlie Parker ruined jazz: the dissenting position, pushed to an amusing extreme, and stated with uncompromising intelligence. The narrator can sound a sour note. To teach creative writing to college students is to be “a professional teller of lies,” he maintains, gleefully quoting Elizabeth Bishop on the subject: “I think one of the worst things I know about modern education is this ‘Creative Writing’ business.” Nevertheless Baker’s opinions are worth pondering, especially when the “difficulty versus accessibility” question becomes the subject of debate. And his advice to the aspiring poet is astute. Don’t postpone writing the poem, he says. “Put it down, work on it, finish it. If you don’t get on it now, somebody else will do something similar, and when you crack open next year’s Best American Poetry and see it under somebody else’s name you’ll hate yourself.”

The Anthologist was well received and prominently reviewed in book supplements that rarely notice poetry books, let alone anthologies of them, except with a certain contempt, which was a mild irony but an old story. Some laudatory articles went so far as to declare that “you” will enjoy the work “even if you generally couldn’t care less about verse.” But then, when poetry or the teaching of poetry is discussed, commentators have a hard time avoiding a note of condescension. Poetry is called a “lost art.” It is thought to be something young people go through, a phase; something you have to apologize for, as when a poet at a reading reassures the audience that only three more poems remain on the docket. And yet poetry retains its prestige. The term exists as a sort of benchmark in fields ranging from politics to athletics. Columnists enjoy reminding newly elected officials that “you campaign in poetry but govern in prose”—an axiom that aligns poetry on the side of idealism and eloquence against the bureaucratic details and inconveniences of prosaic administration. In the Financial Times, the Czech photographer Miroslav Tichý, who spied on women with his homemade viewfinder, “stealing their likenesses as they giggled, gossiped and dreamed,” is described as “a peeping Tom with a poet’s eye.” Of Nancy Pelosi, readers of Time learned that, to the Speaker’s credit, when a colleague’s mother dies, she “encloses a poem written by her own mother with her condolence.” In the same issue of the magazine, a flattering profile of General Stanley McChrystal, commander of U.S. forces in Afghanistan, appeared. During the Iraq war, McChrystal sent copies of “The Second Coming” to his special operators, challenging them to flip the meaning of Yeats’s lines: “The best lack all conviction, while the worst / Are full of passionate intensity.”

Has there ever been a really good movie about a poet as opposed to the many excellent movies in which poetry is quoted to smart effect? Bright Star, Jane Campion’s film about the ill-starred romance of John Keats and the barely legal Fanny Brawne, came out in 2009 and showed there is life left in the familiar stereotype of the consumptive poet burning a fever for love. Campion won over Quentin Tarantino. “The movie made me think about taking a writing class,” the director of Pulp Fiction said. “One of the best things that can happen from a movie about an author is that you actually want to read their work.” On television, poetry continues to put in regular appearances on The PBS NewsHour with Jim Lehrer and sometimes sneaks into scripted shows. When an advertising copywriter on Mad Men loses his job, he doesn’t take it well. He “did not go gentle into that good night,” an ex-associate observes. The critic Stephen Burt believes that Project Runway holds some useful lessons for poetry critics: “Project Runway even recalls the famous exercises in ‘practical criticism’ performed at the University of Cambridge in the 1920s, in which professor I. A. Richards asked his students to make snap judgments about unfamiliar poems.” I have commented on the inspired way that quotations from poems turn up in classic Hollywood movies, and if you’re lucky enough to catch It’s Always Fair Weather the next time Robert Osborne shows it on TCM, you’ll see a superb 1950s movie musical (music by André Previn, book and lyrics by Betty Comden and Adolph Green) that sums itself up brilliantly in three lines from As You Like It that enliven a conversation between Gene Kelly and Cyd Charisse:

Most friendship is feigning, most loving mere folly.

Then heigh-ho, the holly!

This life is most jolly.

Meanwhile, you can’t pull the wool over the creative writers responsible for Law and Order: Criminal Intent. In a 2009 episode, a celebrated campus bard is murdered by his ex-girlfriend, who is handy with a knife. Has he been pimping out his attractive young assistants to wealthy donors? After learning how rotten the poets are to one another, the major case squad detective says that if her daughter ever says she wants to be a poet, she’d tell her to join the Mafia instead: “Nicer people.” As convalescents confined to hospital beds know, you can go wall to wall with reruns of Law and Order, and sure enough, the day after this episode aired I saw a rerun of Law and Order: Criminal Intent, in which the villain is a nerdy insurance man, an actuary with Asperger’s syndrome, whose name is Wallace Stevens. The detectives call him Wally affectionately. I spent the rest of my bedridden day with Stevens’s collected poems.

Haaretz, Israel’s oldest Hebrew-language daily, turned over its pages entirely to poets and novelists for one day in June 2009. The results were unsurprising in some ways (a lot of first-person point of view) but inventive and unconventional in the coverage of the stock market (“everything okay”) and the weather (a sonnet likening summer to an unsharpened pencil). The experiment reminded me of W. S. Di Piero’s assertion that the writing of good prose is the acid test of a poet’s intelligence. “Some shy from putting prose out there because it’s a giveaway,” Di Piero has written. “You can’t fake it. It reveals quality of mind, for better or worse, in a culture where poems can be faked. Find a faker and ask him or her to write anything more substantial than a jacket blurb, and the jig is up.” When we posted Di Piero’s remark on the Best American Poetry blog, Sally Ashton added an apt simile (a poem can be faked “like an orgasm”) and a few inevitable questions (“Who is fooled? Who benefits?”). Speaking of the BAP blog, there are days when it resembles nothing so much as a cross-cultural newspaper written by poets and poetry lovers. Recent visitors to the BAP blog could read Catharine Stimpson’s reaction to homicidal violence at the University of Alabama; Lewis Saul’s meticulously annotated commentary on thirty films by Akira Kurosawa; Jennifer Michael Hecht’s heartfelt plea to poets contemplating the suicide of Rachel Wetzsteon (“don’t kill yourself”); Laura Orem’s obituaries for Lucille Clifton, Jean Simmons, and J. D. Salinger; Katha Pollitt on Berlin in the fall; Larry Epstein on Bob Dylan; Ken Tucker on new books of poetry; Todd Swift on young British poets; Phoebe Putnam on the covers poets choose for their books; Mitch Sisskind’s “poetic tips of the day” (e.g., “Secrecy sustains the world”); Gabrielle Calvocoressi at the sports desk; Terence Winch on Irish American music; Stacey Harwood on nocino, the Italian liqueur made from under-ripe green walnuts; and a James Cummins epigram entitled “Anti-Confessional”: “What it was like, I don’t recall, or care to; / believe me, you should be grateful I spare you.”

The Best American Poetry anthology itself, now in its twenty-third year, remains committed to the idea that American poetry is as vital as it is various and that it is possible to capture the spirit of its diversity and a measure of its excellence in an annual survey of our magazines, in print or online. As the selections are made by a different editor each year, each a distinguished practitioner, the series has inevitably become an annotated chronicle of the taste of our leading poets. I persuaded Amy Gerstler to make the selections for the 2010 edition of The Best American Poetry because of my delight in her poems and my respect for her judgment, and it was wonderful to work with her. Amy’s new book, Dearest Creature, came out last year, and augmented her reputation as arguably the most inventive and ambitious poet of her generation. Gerstler can be very funny without forfeiting her right to be taken seriously; she has a quality of sincerity, of truth-telling, that can coexist with the most sophisticated of comic sensibilities. Her poems of deep feeling may take on an insouciant disguise: a letter to a cherished niece about the virtues of an encyclopedia, a conversation between a black taffeta and strapless pink dress, a riff consisting entirely of slang phrases from the not too distant past. Yet always at the heart of the poetry is an insight into the human condition and the ability to state it simply and powerfully: “Some of us grow up doing / credible impressions of model citizens / (though sooner or later hairline / cracks appear in our facades). The rest / get dubbed eccentrics, unnerved and undone / by other people’s company, for which we / nevertheless pine.” David Kirby reviewed Dearest Creature in The New York Times Book Review. “Gerstler is skilled in every kind of comedy, from slapstick to whimsy,” Kirby wrote. “Yet there’s a deep seriousness in every one of these poems, like the plaintive ‘Midlife Lullaby,’ in which the cow who is now the meatloaf in somebody’s sandwich speaks of life’s passing pleasures as hauntingly as one of those skeletons who tend to pop up in medieval allegories to remind young knights of their mortality.” Kirby concluded his review with a ringing endorsement: “In Amy Gerstler I trust.”

The world has been slow to react to the case of Saw Wai, the imprisoned Burmese poet who was arrested two years ago for publishing a love poem for Valentine’s Day with a secret message critical of Burma’s military dictator, Than Shwe. But the story refuses to die, and the anonymously translated poem itself has now been published (in Pen America) and reprinted (in Harper’s, in February 2010). What early journalistic accounts called a “straightforward” or “innocuous” love poem turns out to be something much richer and stranger. Entitled “February 14,” Saw Wai’s poem, which appeared in the Rangoon magazine The Love Journal, was initially said to have been a torch song to the fashion model who rejected the poet but taught him the meaning of love. Nothing of the sort. It exemplifies rather a particular strain of modernist poetry, the leading-edge poems of the 1930s that were aped (and perfected) by the Australian hoax poet Ern Malley. The poem is an acrostic—that is, the first letters of the lines, when read down vertically, spell out a message, and in this case that message is, “General Than Shwe is power crazy.” In Burmese, Than means “million” and Shwe means “gold,” so when Saw Wai concludes his poem with the injunction “Millions of people / Who know how to love / Please clap your gilded hands / And laugh out loud,” he is secretly urging his compatriots to laugh the “power crazy” head of the junta off the stage. It took courage to write these lines. It also took an extraordinary talent for modern poetry considered as a kind of cipher, and the result in its English translation might be read as either a brief for the methods of modernism or a textbook illustration of what Nicholson Baker would have us see as the tempting dangers of the non-rhyming, prose-saturated “plum”:

Arensberg said:[1]

Only once you have experienced deep pain

And madness

And like an adolescent

Thought the blurred photo of a model

Great art

Can you call it heartbreak.

Millions of people

Who know how to love

Please clap your gilded hands

And laugh out loud.

[1]. Walter Conrad Arensberg, the noted art collector and donor of great paintings to the Philadelphia Museum of Art, wrote The Cryptography of Shakespeare (1922), purporting to find, in the Bard’s plays, anagrams and acrostics that prove Francis Bacon’s authorship. Arensberg wrote symbolist-influenced poetry, but it is conceivable that spurious cryptography is his real contribution to the radical element in modern poetry.

Amy Gerstler was born in San Diego, California, in 1956. A writer of poetry, nonfiction, and journalism, she won the National Book Critics Circle Award in poetry for Bitter Angel in 1991. Penguin published her most recent book of poems, Dearest Creature, in 2009. Her previous twelve books include Ghost Girl, Medicine, Crown of Weeds, which won a California Book Award, and Nerve Storm. Gerstler received a Durfee Foundation Artists Award in 2002. She has contributed reviews and articles to Artforum, The Village Voice, Los Angeles magazine, the Los Angeles Times, Bookforum, and Art and Antiques. She is a member of the core faculty of the Bennington Writing Seminars MFA program at Bennington College in Vermont. She also teaches in the graduate fine arts department at Art Center College of Design, in Pasadena, California, and in the master of professional writing program at the University of Southern California. She lives in Los Angeles.



INTRODUCTION


by Amy Gerstler

Feed Your Head

Ever since my father died of a heart attack, in April 2002, I have accompanied my mother to the opera, taking Dad’s place next to her in the balcony’s topmost velvet seats, also known as the nosebleed section. My mother, now eighty, studied voice as a girl and contemplated a career in musical theater. Opera is among her sustaining joys. It is one of her lifelong loves, a balm and a passion that, despite widowhood, crippling arthritis, and other age-related tribulations, makes her want to stay alive.

When my mother (whose name is Mimi, like the consumptive waif in La Bohàme) listens to a particularly beautiful aria, live or recorded, often she will weep. To see Mimi at such moments is to witness a fellow being in the throes of transcendence. I hope that the poems in this anthology might provide readers with a similar thrill, an experience analogous to what my mother feels when she listens to Russian soprano Anna Netrebko. The poems assembled here had something like that effect on me, which is why I picked them. And on multiple readings they continue to cause my synapses to quicken and to give me that “going up!” elevator sensation.

If opera is too esoteric a comparison for you, or if you side with my friend C., an otherwise intelligent woman who can’t understand why anyone would willingly spend a night at the opera, “listening to all that yowling,” I’ll put it another way. I’ll liken these poems to versions of the sensual, cerebral rapture that food critic Jonathan Gold describes when he’s confronted with “the strong, dark meat of wild boar, with its divine stink of the woods in fall” or “the delicate smoky sweetness of roasted figs . . . set like a jewel on a bit of grilled bread.” It’s no accident that Gold turns to poetry when reporting on his revelations at table. Poetry is uniquely empowered to praise. Poetry can describe, engage and/or detonate delight via mind and ear. It can contain immensities and paradoxes we experience at peak moments. There are times when nothing less than poetry will do. In lauding a cocktail made from gin, fresh lemon, and a squirt of violet essence, Gold invokes lines from D. H. Lawrence’s poem “Craving for Spring.” “If you catch a whiff of violets from the darkness of the shadow of man, / it will be spring in the world.”

I teach a class for college students that often amounts to “Poetry for Non-Poets.” I enjoy doing this because, like many of my colleagues, I consider myself a cheerleader for the genre, and am zealous (and pretty shameless) about winning converts for my church. One of the first statements I make when class meets is that I believe saying you don’t care for poetry is like saying you don’t care for food. An annoyingly picky eater, I can’t stand the smell of liver, and detest all melons (they taste like watered-down perfume to me). Fortunately, there are so many other delicacies in the world! And luckily for us, poems of high quality continue to be written, in every form and, I’m tempted to say, flavor. A little investigation, fueled by courage, curiosity, and appetite, will turn up poetry that will “feed your head,” to quote Jefferson Airplane’s song “White Rabbit,” no matter what sort of head you have. Plenty of poems housed in this anthology could (and perhaps should) be described in palate-whetting terms like those used to characterize wines: this poem’s jazzy aromas and flavors of blueberry and plum, with subtle black pepper back notes, contribute color, complexity, and depth to the overall composition. I half wish the setup of this book had permitted me to insert descriptive menu entries for each poem, to steer readers toward what might best suit their literary taste buds.

So—I hope this volume will arouse (and maybe satisfy) hungers, be gnawed on for a good long time, and have effects not unlike those of your favorite handmade vodka or exquisite dish of risi e bisi. I also have a more pointed, ambitious hope up my sleeve, which I have more than hinted at. I badly want this anthology to be read not only by poetry fans, but also by famished souls who never dreamed they’d admire any text that called itself a poem. I’m not sure how to accomplish this. The publisher has not empowered me to give away thousands of free copies, dropping them from prop planes and blimps. The press run for this book is not going to be large enough to accommodate such a propaganda blitz, anyway. Nevertheless, I would love for this anthology to function as a gateway drug for the poetically resistant, uninitiated, or just plain scared. I’d like it to provide heady textual adventures that both the confirmed poetry parishioner and the new convert can savor. Recently, when asked how she liked a magnificently sung opera we had just seen, my mother responded, “I was so proud of the human race!” The poems in this book make me feel the same way. And now that I’ve come clean about my missionary intentions, I’ll move on.

You may be faintly curious what it’s like to edit one of these suckers. Honestly, folks, the hardest part was not making this a twenty-six-volume set. It could have been an encyclopedia. I read zillions of amazing poems. They were spread all over the floor, and the cat sat on them, sifting his fine black fur onto stanza after stanza, sometimes shredding edges of single sheets with his claws when I withdrew them from under his rump too quickly. There were days when, terrified by the mounting piles of journals and reviews the postman delivered daily, I dreaded entering my small office. Eventually, as the process neared its end, I was walled in by stacks of literary magazines, like some hapless sinner in an Edgar Allan Poe story. And in the midst of this overdose, this glut, this engulfing avalanche, this embarrassment of riches, I fell in love with poetry all over again.

America is awash in fabulous literary magazines, of every shape, size, and aesthetic stripe. Many have charming or amusing names, artsy covers, or origami-like folds. Editing any literary magazine, much less a good one, requires an incredible amount of work, and writers who devote their time to this endeavor deserve a special tier in heaven. Despite the mild, shuddering case of publication phobia I developed toward the end of the judging period, breaking into a sweat whenever I glimpsed so much as a copy of TV Guide, I now find myself in a kind of mourning that my yearlong free subscriptions to these heaps of stellar magazines are kaput. (In the past few weeks, they have all sent me renewal notices. Believe me, worthy journals, I’d subscribe to you all if I could!) Likewise, scores of poems that I could not include still cause me spasms of regret. My solace is that I can teach and reread and recommend and tack to my office wall and e-mail these poems to my heart’s content. And while I am bemoaning the not-included, I will issue a public apology to my teaching colleagues. To avoid conflict of interest, I decided not to include poems by anyone I currently teach with at the three colleges where I’m employed.
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