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INTRODUCTION

In January 1996 I started writing a poem a day as an experiment. The initial results were hit-and-miss. Some poems didn’t hit the spot, and I missed some days altogether. But I kept at it. Chronicling the progress of days seemed particularly worthwhile as I was then living in New York City, where every street corner seems to promise an adventure. I was also traveling a lot. I shuttled frequently to Ithaca, New York, where I own a house, and spent half of every January and June in Bennington, Vermont. Daily poems were written in these places and in San Diego, Cincinnati, Tampa, Boston, Miami, Albany, and Tulsa. I wanted to capture the excitement of travel and rapid change of scene in my poetry, and the daily poem offered a way to do that. It satisfied the wish to write about the particulars of experience and observation—to keep a sort of record of events, opinions, enthusiasms, dreams, fantasies, cravings, and thoughts, as they succeeded one another. At the same time the project provided a means to note the continuities in one’s life. Many poems would be overtly about their specific occasions and implicitly about time and the calendar; the poem’s title—in each case simply the month and day on which it was written—would see to that.

Toward the end of February inspiration hit big time. I began a consecutive day streak that reached 140. Writing a poem began to seem as natural as taking a walk. There were days when I wrote a sestina or a villanelle in addition to the official poem of the day. Waking up, I relished the thought that the day’s poem waited to be written, as if it already existed in some ideal realm and needed only the tip of my wand to bring it to life. Poetry was, as one of the poems reported, a renewable energy source: the more you do it, the easier it gets, and the more enjoyable. Inspiration was not something you needed to sit and wait for. It was something that came when you invited it.

The practice of writing a daily poem has some of the advantages of keeping a journal but with a crucial difference: the desired end is an aesthetic product that asks to be read as a poem. The dailiness of the poems may act as a corrective to artificial poetic diction. It may keep the poem honest by rubbing its nose in the details of daily life. But however casual each poem may seem, however nonchalant, it has to work as verse—it must transcend the occasion of its making as only real poems do.

As to the specific occasion, the more diverse, the merrier. Some poems were written while I was talking on the phone, others while waiting for dessert at a restaurant. Several were composed in the form of E-mail messages, or on-line in “real time,” like cybernetic epistles, a phrase that has the virtue of sounding like an oxymoron. I wrote a few while driving my car on the highway. All thirty poems written in April 1998 were posted one day at a time on the Web site of Poetry Daily, a venue as exemplary for my purposes as its name implies.

After two years I had the idea of making a book of these. Mindful of what Samuel Johnson said about Paradise Lost (“none ever wished it longer”), I decided against including one poem for each day of the year. My book would be selective but would nevertheless aspire to convey a sense of the calendar, the months, the seasons, the diurnal spin and the annual revolution: the Super Bowl gets played on the last Sunday in January, the vernal equinox occurs precisely on March 21, and the clocks spring forward on the first Saturday night in April. In culling the poems of several years and shaping them into a unity of one, I had the great example of Thoreau’s Walden as my precedent.

The title of the book didn’t occur to me until a few days after Frank Sinatra’s last birthday was celebrated on December 12. Earlier titles had been proposed by Robert Polito (“The Best Days of the Year”) and Archie Ammons (“Days of My Days”). On December 17, I told Donald Hall that I had finally settled on “Big City Daily,” and then we both started refining that, and I can’t remember which one of us said “The Daily Mirror” first. Bingo. The Daily Mirror was the name of a New York morning tabloid that went under as a result of the calamitous newspaper strike of 1962. (That strike ultimately also killed the Herald Tribune, the World Telegram & Sun, and the Journal-American, though it did give birth to The New York Review of Books.) I liked the idea that a book of poems could call to mind not only an enchanted glass to be consulted daily, as by a princess in a fairy tale, but also a newspaper to be read by an impatient straphanger on the IRT.

From the start I valued speed of composition and was inspired by the idea that a theme or character introduced in one poem might pop up again. Some poems resemble monologues, employing personae. In others I am consciously thinking out loud, thinking on the run. We often take it for granted that reflection must precede poetry. Wordsworth said poetry was “emotion recollected in tranquillity,” and the most important word in that formulation is recollected. Poetry is usually associated with memory, retrospect, an aftermath of contemplation succeeding the expiration of action. But the immediacy of American poetry, from Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson onward, is one of its distinguishing characteristics. The daily poem, unpretentious as a diary entry, allows the poet to talk to the present. The practice also obliges him, inveterate daydreamer that he is, to be more attentive to his immediate surroundings—the music on the radio, the snow on the ground in the glitter of the sun—than he might otherwise be.

The discipline that the daily poem imposes speaks in its favor. It does wonders for your rate of productivity, and it promotes a willingness to take chances. Having accumulated so many poems, you are unlikely to prevent yourself from “wasting” one on a word game or a stunt that may, just may, turn into something worth perpetuating. You may as well try anything—a collage or cento, a “things to do” poem, a rhymed letter to a friend, a poem restricting itself to two words per line, an abecedarium. William Stafford, who wrote daily poems, was asked what he did when his poem of the day wasn’t up to his usual standards. “Then I just lower my standards,” he said.

There are other precedents besides Stafford. I think of Emily Dickinson (who wrote a poem every day in the years 1862 and 1863), of Frank O’Hara’s “I do this I do that” poems, of James Schuyler’s “June 30, 1974” and “Dec. 28, 1974,” and of works by Ted Berrigan, Joe Brainard, A. R. Ammons, and most recently Robert Bly. The example of O’Hara meant the most to me, though it was Bly who provided the immediate impetus. Bly was a visiting lecturer at Bennington College, where I teach in the “low-residency” graduate writing program, during the frigid January session of 1996. He read us some of his daily poems, which he subsequently published under the tide Morning Poems in 1997. Bly wrote his poems first thing in the morning, while still in bed, his dreams fresh in mind. I tried this method once or twice, with comical results; my own preferred time seems to be the late afternoon, though I’ve written some very late at night and others in the late morning.

One of the most compelling things about writing a daily poem is the feeling that a series of them will constitute a unified work composed of discrete parts that can stand on their own. Few ways of writing a long poem are as much fun. While there is some variation as to form, I experimented quite a lot with “skinny” poems, short lines, and in some cases little if any punctuation. In my previous book, Valentine Place, I used the past tense and the third-person point of view, so instinctively I favored the present tense and first-person here. It can’t be a coincidence that as I was writing these poems, I was concurrently working on my book about the New York School of poets, The Last Avant-Garde. My recurrent themes seem to include love, sex, jazz, the twentieth century, poetry, movies, books, memory, friends and friendship, the weather, fathers and sons, and the city of New York.
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Some people confuse inspiration with lightning
not me I know it comes from the lungs and air
you breathe it in you breathe it out it circulates
it’s the breath of my being the wind across the face
of the waters yes but it’s also something that comes
at my command like a turkey club sandwich
with a cup of split pea soup or like tones
from Benny Goodman’s clarinet my clarinet
the language that never fails to respond
some people think you need to be pure of heart
not true it comes to the pure and impure alike
the patient and impatient the lovers the onanists
and the virgins you just need to be able to listen
and talk at the same time and you’ll hear it like
the long-delayed revelation at the end of the novel
which turns out to be something simple a traumatic
moment that fascinated us more when it was only
a fragment an old song a strange noise a mistake
of hearing a phone that wouldn’t stop ringing
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