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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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David Lehman was born in New York City. Educated at Stuyvesant High School and Columbia University, he spent two years as a Kellett Fellow at Clare College, Cambridge, and worked as Lionel Trilling’s research assistant upon his return from England. Poems in the Manner Of (2017), his most recent book, comprises poems written in imitation, appreciation, translation, or parody of poets from Catullus to Charles Bukowski. His eight earlier collections include New and Selected Poems (2013), When a Woman Loves a Man (2005), and The Daily Mirror: A Journal in Poetry (2000), all from Scribner. He is the editor of The Oxford Book of American Poetry (Oxford, 2006) and Great American Prose Poems: From Poe to the Present (Scribner, 2003), among other anthologies. Two prose books recently appeared: The State of the Art: A Chronicle of American Poetry, 1988–2014 (Pittsburgh), containing all the forewords he had written to date for The Best American Poetry, and Sinatra’s Century: One Hundred Notes on the Man and His World (HarperCollins). A Fine Romance: Jewish Songwriters, American Songs (Schocken) won the Deems Taylor Award from the American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers (ASCAP) in 2010. Lehman lives in New York City and in Ithaca, New York.
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In 2017 one former guest editor of The Best American Poetry succeeded another when Kevin Young (BAP 2011) was hired to take the place of Paul Muldoon (BAP 2005) as poetry editor of The New Yorker. Paul, who continues to teach at Princeton, is the coauthor, with Jean Hanff Korelitz, of a critically acclaimed re-creation of the holiday feast in James Joyce’s “The Dead.” And for the first time in a decade, he is eligible to grace The New Yorker with a poetic tour de force on the order of “Aubade,” which ran in the January 29, 2018, issue.


As for Kevin, he left his post at Emory University to head the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in New York City, where his first public appearances celebrated the Schomburg’s acquisition of James Baldwin’s archives (“a well-timed coup,” said The New York Times) and the life and legacy of tenor saxophonist Sonny Rollins, who used to practice on New York’s Williamsburg Bridge (because no one complained about the noise) and for whom the bridge may someday be named.


For an admiring profile of Kevin Young that ran in Esquire, Robert Baird asked David Remnick, the editor of The New Yorker, who hired Young, why The New Yorker “still publishes poems,” as if that were a quixotic or archaic thing to do. “Poetry is arguably, in some compressed and magical fashion, the highest form of expression, the greatest devotion we have to our most intricate invention, language itself,” Remnick wrote in an email. “How can we publish a magazine that proposes to be literary, as well as journalistic, that does not publish poetry?”1


The title Esquire’s editors affixed to Baird’s piece—“Can Kevin Young Make Poetry Matter Again?”—echoes that of the essay Dana Gioia wrote for The Atlantic in 1991: “Can Poetry Matter?” In reaction to this echo, one can 1) revert to adage (plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose), or 2) exclaim over the persistence of the worry, which seems to have outlived the related anxiety that either the novel or the author is dead, or 3) linger over some paradoxes. Perhaps never before have so many people written poetry despite the universally acknowledged truth that few folks buy poetry books. “It is almost eerie, the number of people who want to be poets,” Louise Glück remarked when working on The Best American Poetry 1993, and the number has gone up in the twenty-five years since. An academic industry has grown around the teaching of poetry and other forms of creative writing, yet voices keep proclaiming that poetry is ready for the morgue, has forfeited its public responsibility, has lost its audience, has slid into irrelevance. A survey released by the National Endowment for the Arts in 2015 provides statistics to back up the gloom-and-doomsayers out there. If your idea of an active public is anyone who has read “at least one poem” in a calendar year, that public declined precipitously in the ten-year period ending in 2012 and is limited to 6.7 percent of the population. Do the math and you still get a hefty number of people—until you remind yourself of how broad the category is and how low the figure would be if people were asked to name a living poet or to recite a couple of lines of verse.


Robert Baird, author of the Esquire piece, has written one of the most cogent critiques of, or laments for, poetry today. (There are plenty of bad ones.) “Spend It All” appeared on the Best American Poetry blog on January 13, 2012. The post begins with an arresting observation: “Pass much time in the company of poets—young or old, online or off—and soon enough you’ll find yourself privy to the cycles of consternation and dismay inspired by the general insignificance of poetry.” This is undeniable even if one reflexively counters with the observation that America can now boast of having more poets per capita than ever in its history. Poetry has “slipped beyond decadence” into an eccentricity. “Poetry lost the common reader a long time ago, if it ever had her, and from where I sit, it seems well on its way to losing the uncommon reader as well,” Baird writes. “Time was you had to know at least a little Larkin or Lowell or Creeley to count yourself a cultured intellectual, just as older times demanded you had to keep current with opera and ballet. No more. These days we feel like we’re shouldering our share of the civilizational burden if we keep up our subscription to The New York Times and pledge yearly to NPR.” It sounds despairing, but Baird keeps his cool. “If you’re a poet you decide that there are too many poems that need writing, far too many that need reading. Plus, you figure, if people don’t like poetry, then bully for them, just like Frank O’Hara said all those years ago. Poetry, like virtue, is its own reward.” Then, too, he concludes, with the fortitude of Tennyson’s Ulysses, there is such a thing as “literary magnificence.”2


Everyone has always wanted to be a poet. The desire to write poetry, to live the life of a poet, has a long and honorable tradition. Here, from “The Fall of Hyperion,” is Keats’s statement of the theme:


Who alive can say,


“Thou art no Poet; may’st not tell thy dreams?”


Since every man whose soul is not a clod


Hath visions, and would speak, if he had loved


And been well nurtured in his mother tongue.


Whether the dream now purpos’d to rehearse


Be poet’s or fanatic’s will be known


When this warm scribe my hand is in the grave.


Keats anticipated Freud, who established the rationale for the argument that there is a poet in each of us. If the unconscious is the true genius, if it is the source of the dreams, the errors, and the jokes that prefigure poems, then all who dream, who err, who jest can get into the action in this game that has few and mostly lenient referees, and what’s the harm? If there is even a slim chance that the amateur poet, the student poet, the Sunday poet may participate in the cultural heritage that nourishes the imagination and resists the mighty forces of materialism, isn’t that all the justification we need to encourage the multitudes to write poetry and prose?


There is a flip side. Lack of talent or inspiration hasn’t stopped a lot of Shagpats from getting in on the action.3 A good heart and the power of positive thinking can take the poetaster a long way. Social media accelerate the tendency. The queen of Instagram poets is Rupi Kaur, a Canadian woman born in India. She has two books and 1.5 million followers on Instagram. She also has cash customers. Two and a half million copies of Milk and Honey, her first book, have been sold. Her poems, signed with her name in lowercase, are sincere, well-meaning, and sensitive in the approved way of greeting card verse. According to New York magazine, Queen Rupi reigns in “the realm of college freshwomen who have recently been or may soon go through breakups.” Carl Wilson of The New York Times defines her target audience as consisting of readers “who may think of poetry as the literary equivalent of opera or ballet, a privileged-white-male establishment hostile to their interests.” Covering the “inevitable backlash against Instagram’s favourite poet” for The Guardian, Priya Khaira-Hanks writes that Kaur and some of her rivals “hit upon a winning formula: rupturing short confessional pieces with erratic line breaks to share hard-won truths.” Example: “if you are not enough for yourself / you will never be enough / for someone else.” In The Wall Street Journal, the headline of Nina Sovich’s piece on the Rupi Kaur phenomenon—which lacked a single line of Kaur’s poetry—summed it up. “My Love Is Like a Hashtag: ‘Instagram Poets’ Sell Well.”4 The last best defense of such verse is that it may serve as a “gateway” to the real stuff. I can give lip service to this proposition even as I note that it sometimes seems as if the only time articles about poetry appear prominently in the culture pages of our newspapers is when the subject is a counterfeit, the implication being that we’d be prepared to embrace poetry if only it weren’t poetry.


Just as it occurs to me that the self-delete function of Snapchat may make it an exemplary medium, Mark Bibbins lets me know that William Carlos Williams’s “This Is Just to Say” has become “a meme on Twitter, with people posting parodies/variations—some of which are receiving thousands of likes/retweets.” In Williams’s sly poem the speaker confesses to eating the plums in the icebox that “you” were planning to have for breakfast. “Forgive me” he says, but what follows sounds more like a gloat than an apology. The plums, he explains, were delicious, “so sweet and so cold.” Kenneth Koch, a master parodist, took Williams’s formula to a logical extreme in four “variations.” The last of the four epitomizes the comic sublime, packing an exclamatory surprise in each line: “Last night we went dancing and I broke your leg. / Forgive me. I was clumsy, / And I wanted you here in the wards, where I am the doctor!”


I have used the fake apology as a prompt in my classes at the New School and in the weekly “Next Line, Please” challenges on the website of The American Scholar, so it didn’t altogether surprise me to learn that the fake apology was causing a Twitter ruckus. Many of the entries, seemingly composed off the cuff, turned the case of the eaten plums into new lyrics for familiar poems or jingles in the public domain. A writer self-characterized as “Medusa without frontiers” and “Ophelia in waders” opted for an Emily Dickinson locution: “Because I would not stop for plums, / I ate all yours, you see. / And now the icebox holds just pits; / I’m sorry.—Willie C.” Sir Ian modeled his entry on the opening of Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl”: “I saw the best plums of my generation destroyed by Williams, starving hysterical naked, / dragging himself through the icebox shelves at dawn looking for a sweet cold fix.”5


You may say: If this is poetry, what happened to language charged with meaning? Where are the best words in the best order? Is this what Wallace Stevens had in mind when he wrote that poetry is “a means of redemption,” “a search for the inexplicable,” “the renovation of experience,” and, just to keep you on your toes, “a pheasant disappearing in the bush”? Does this do what Emily Dickinson prescribed—take the top of your head off? The prosecution rests.


In chambers, the judge reminds counsel that the gallant thing is to change the subject and end the paragraph on a positive note. And the jury is addressed as one poet talking to another, trying to define the indefinable. Though judgment is subjective, and rankings are best left to posterity, the inevitably unsuccessful attempt to define poetry can help us to grasp its essence and recognize the genuine article when it comes along. “Poetry is language that sounds better and means more,” in Charles Wright’s formulation. “Poetry is philosophy’s sister, the one that wears makeup,” says Jennifer Grotz. Paradoxes please us: “a poem is an interruption of silence, whereas prose is a continuation of noise” (Billy Collins). Poetry is a game—and it is also a lover’s quarrel with the world of words. Then it occurs to me: substitute “America” or “paradise” for “poetry” in that formulation, and the game gets even more interesting. America is a melting pot, or it’s the land of the free agent. Paradise is always being lost or maybe it’s a version of the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in. Poetry is a café, or it’s the place where parallel lines cross, or up close it’s the gibbous mirrored eye of an insect.
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Dana Gioia and I have been friends since we met in 1982. I know of no one more dedicated to literature and the arts in the largest sense: he loves to read and talk about poetry, and he is equally passionate and knowing about theater, opera, jazz, and painting. After a fling at Harvard as a graduate student in literature, Dana went to business school at Stanford and joined the ranks of maverick poets who earned their living in business or a profession rather than in academe. By day he worked for General Foods, but he managed to publish poems and ambitious essays in magazines such as The Hudson Review. He became a leader of the New Formalism, a movement determined to restore to poetry the importance formerly placed on rhyme, meter, and traditional form. He also translated Montale, helped make the case for the underrated Weldon Kees, and wrote touching personal memoirs about Elizabeth Bishop (whom he had come to know while at Harvard) and John Cheever.


After giving up his business career to give more time to the literary life, Dana wrote poems and essays and opera libretti, edited textbooks and anthologies, translated Seneca, collaborated with all sorts of folks on all sorts of worthy projects. But he had another surprise in store for us. In 2003 he became the chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts, in which capacity he served for six years. When he took the helm, the organization was in bad odor. In a burst of energy he refashioned its image and resuscitated its reputation. He launched initiatives to enlarge the readership for serious literature (“The Big Read”); to promote the memorization of verse (“Poetry Out Loud”); to provide “creative art therapy” to returning veterans (“Operation Homecoming”); to produce Shakespeare plays in untraditional venues, such as military bases; and to contrive new ways to celebrate our heroes of opera and jazz. And he managed to sell the arts to congressmen not necessarily disposed to be supportive.


It is safe to say that not since Archibald MacLeish headed the Library of Congress has a poet worked so hard, and accomplished so much of value, in so prominent a position in the federal government. Not everyone can see beyond his or her essential understanding of poetry to be able to acknowledge the legitimacy of rival conceptions. Dana has that ability and in this book has done his best to represent the remarkable variety to be found in American poetry at its best in 2018.
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We lost two titans in 2017: at the age of ninety, John Ashbery died on September 3; Richard Wilbur passed on October 14, aged ninety-six.6


A graduate of Amherst College (class of 1942), Dick Wilbur served during World War II with the 36th Infantry Division. He saw action in Italy, France, and Germany. Upon his return he taught at his alma mater and at Harvard, Wellesley, Wesleyan, and Smith. He liked living in the country. With his wife, Charlee, to whom he was devoted, he lived in Cummington, Massachusetts, birthplace of William Cullen Bryant, and spent many springs in Key West, Florida. In 2004 his Collected Poems 1943–2004 appeared from Harcourt. Twice he won the Pulitzer Prize. He wrote lyrics for Leonard Bernstein’s Candide, and his translations from seventeenth-century French drama (Molière, Racine, Corneille) are performed widely. Wilbur’s mastery of rhetoric and command of poetic form is or should be self-evident to all who have wrestled with words and their meanings. In his poems he weds deep humane intelligence with superb technique and unfailing fealty to the ideals of beauty and truth. “A poem should not be like a Double-Crostic; it should not be the sort of puzzle in which you get nothing until you get it all,” he wrote. “Art does not or should not work that way; we are not cheated of a symphony if we fail to react to some passage on the flute, and a good poem should yield itself more than once, offering the reader an early and sure purchase, and deepening repeatedly as he comes to know it better.”


Dick was the most genial and gracious of individuals. I profited from his expertise on many subjects: Edgar Allan Poe, the great American songbook, French classical tragedy, May Swenson, riddles, the haiku stanza put to narrative or expository use. Twelve guest editors in this series have selected Wilbur’s poems. His contributor’s note in The Best American Poetry 1999 concluded: “His several books for children have amused some adults.” There then followed this comment on his poem “This Pleasing Anxious Being”: “I think that people resist as long as they can a full sense of the world’s change and of their own aging. At last, when a certain number of irreplaceable people are gone, and the home place has been razed, and one is the only rememberer of certain things, the gut acknowledges what the mind has always thought it knew. That is the source of this poem, which moves both back and forward in time, and considers time in a number of perspectives. The title is taken from the twenty-second stanza of Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard.’ ”


Three days before John Ashbery died, my wife and I saw Marjorie Prime, Michael Almereyda’s latest movie, with an all-star cast (Jon Hamm, Geena Davis, Lois Smith) and wonderful samplings of a Beethoven string quartet, Poulenc, Mozart, “I Shall Be Released,” and the dialogue of Casablanca. But the highlight of Marjorie Prime occurs when the character played by Tim Robbins reads aloud a love letter addressed to his mother-in-law, now deceased, said to have been written by a tennis-playing French-Canadian suitor who expresses the usual sentiments then abruptly switches to the first six lines of John Ashbery’s “At North Farm”:


Somewhere someone is traveling furiously toward you,


At incredible speed, traveling day and night,


Through blizzards and desert heat, across torrents, through narrow passes.


But will he know where to find you,


Recognize you when he sees you,


Give you the thing he has for you?


I phoned John the next evening to tell him of our pleasure in hearing these lines. Aside from an intermittent cough, John sounded like John, and it gives me pleasure to report that he remained his witty, droll, clever, charming self right up to the end. A few days later I was writing copy in the past tense.


John was a mentor to me and a good friend. I went to readings he gave in my sophomore year at Columbia and was, like many of my classmates, blown away by his long poem “The Skaters,” which many of my buddies on the Columbia Review, committed as we were to the aesthetic of the New York School, thought was the single finest long poem in English since “The Waste Land.” He very quickly became my favorite poet.


Some of his friends called him Ashes. I favored JA in part because of his brilliant early poem “The Picture of Little JA in a Prospect of Flowers,” the title of which was itself a lift from a poem by Andrew Marvell. We—those of us privileged enough to get close to the man—would entertain one another with anecdotes about him, clever things he said, or just news of a great new poem, such as “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror,” which knocked our socks off when it appeared in Poetry magazine in 1974. A year later it was the title poem of a poetry collection that went on to capture the Pulitzer Prize, the National Book Award, and the National Book Critics Circle Award, an unprecedented triple crown.


It was my great good luck that our professional paths crossed three significant times in the 1970s and 1980s. John and I shared an office at Brooklyn College the year I taught there. Later, when I reviewed books for Newsweek, John was the magazine’s art critic. And when I launched The Best American Poetry series in 1988 with Scribner, JA was our first guest editor. So it was not only as a poet but also as a teacher, a critic, a journalist, and an editor that he inspired me.


My lifelong devotion to John’s work is reflected in such publications as Beyond Amazement: New Essays on John Ashbery (1980) and The Last Avant-Garde: The Making of the New York School of Poets (1998). In 1984 Harvey Shapiro of The New York Times Magazine phoned and commissioned a profile for the magazine’s “creative mind” series. I’m glad I got to interview him formally, though I never met anyone cagier; to simulate a conversation with him in public, which we did several times, required ingenuity and the willingness to look foolish. Sometimes things he said in interviews entered the general discourse. “Often people don’t listen to you when you speak to them. It’s only when you talk to yourself that they prick up their ears.” And: “I am aware of the pejorative associations of the word ‘escapist,’ but I insist that we need all the escapism we can get and even that isn’t going to be enough.”


Strikingly different in many particulars, Ashbery and Wilbur have in common a profound understanding of English and American poetry as a living, constantly evolving thing with a great past that we can best cherish by treating it as part of our present. The poems of these exemplars will continue to nourish us for decades to come. Of few predictions can I be so confident.





1. Robert P. Baird, “Can Kevin Young Make Poetry Matter Again?,” Esquire, November 6, 2017, at http://www.esquire.com/entertainment/a13135556/kevin-young-poetry/.


2. Robert P. Baird, “Spend It All,” Best American Poetry blog, January 13, 2012, at http://blog.bestamericanpoetry.com/the_best_american_poetry/2012/01/spend-it-all-by-robert-p-baird.html.


3. Shagpat is the tyrant whose power inheres in his hair in George Meredith’s novel The Shaving of Shagpat. “Rhyme removed, much ethereal music leaps up from the word, music which has hitherto chirped unnoticed in the expanse of prose. Any rhyme forbidden, many Shagpats were unwigged.”—T. S. Eliot, “Reflections on Vers Libres” (1917).


4. Carl Wilson, “Why Rupi Kaur and Her Peers Are the Most Popular Poets in the World,” The New York Times, December 15, 2017; Nina Sovich, “My Love Is Like a Hashtag: ‘Instagram Poets’ Sell Well,” The Wall Street Journal, September 11, 2017; Priya Khaira-Hanks, “Rupi Kaur: The Inevitable Backlash Against Instagram’s Favourite Poet,” The Guardian, October 4, 2017. The only lines of verse quoted in Nina Sovich’s “My Love Is Like a Hashtag” were “Love made / her wild” by Thom Young, apparently a swipe at the pseudonymous Atticus, author of Love Her Wild (Atria Books).


5. MedusaSansFrontières, OpheliaInWaders, and IanWhittington, @Sir__Ian, are the Twitter handles.


6. As we go to press, the sad news reaches me that Donald Hall died two days ago. In addition to all his other accomplishments, and there are many, Don served as the guest editor of The Best American Poetry 1989, the second volume in this series. He was a great friend and mentor, and his ideas and methods, based on years of experience as an anthologist, proved invaluable to me in subsequent years —DL, June 25, 2018
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