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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

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

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“A ‘best’ anthology that really lives up to its title.”

—Chicago Tribune

“An essential purchase.”

—The Washington Post

“For the small community of American poets, The Best American Poetry is the Michelin Guide, the Reader’s Digest, and the Prix Goncourt.”

—L’Observateur
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FOREWORD by David Lehman [image: ]


Oscar Wilde loaned me the pair of aesthetes who conducted the dialogue in his wonderful essay “The Critic as Artist.” Here’s their playful take on contemporary poetry:


	GILBERT: You poets are incorrigible optimists.

	ERNEST: What makes you say so? Aren’t poets always complaining that no one reads their work?

	GILBERT: With some justice, too. Poetry is in a state of perennial deflation: unlimited supply, low demand, and high unemployment.

	ERNEST: Brad Leithauser says as much in his book Rhyme’s Rooms: The Architecture of Poetry. He says the “possible ‘decline’ of the role of poetry in American life” is the longest lasting subject of academic discussion.

	GILBERT: That’s optimism for you.

	ERNEST: How so?

	GILBERT: The economics are lousy, yet you guys are always writing books about poetry, as if it were a going concern. One book suggests that everyone can write the stuff; a second argues that the hatred of poetry is a poet’s prerequisite, a third feels that it’s okay to hate poetry but spare some love for poems. A recent article contends that T. S. Eliot killed poetry with The Waste Land. What’s Mr. Leithauser’s take?

	ERNEST: The title itself is an echo of John Hollander’s Rhyme’s Reason, arguably the best book out there for the novice.

	GILBERT: Hollander exemplified the forms in addition to defining them. Is that what Leithauser does?

	ERNEST: No, but he introduced me to a great poem by Malcolm Lowry called “Strange Type”:

I wrote: in the dark cavern of our birth.

The printer had it tavern, which seems better:

But herein lies the subject of our mirth,

Since on the next page death appears as dearth.

So it may be that God’s word was distraction,

Which to our strange type appears destruction,

Which is bitter.





	GILBERT: That’s an admirable piece of writing. What does the author say about it?

	ERNEST: He dwells on the postponed rhyme of “better” and “bitter.”

	GILBERT: Nice to think that some poets still know about rhyme, meter, and form, and can make the case for constrictive forms.

	ERNEST: Yes, he’s the rare reader who appreciates the rhyme of “sultry” and “adultery.”

	GILBERT: Byron is underrated, isn’t he? Don’t you love the rhymes in Don Juan? “But—Oh! ye lords of ladies intellectual, / Inform us truly, have they not hen-pecked you all?”

	ERNEST: Yes and yes. But the best chapter in the book is about song lyrics, which Leithauser writes about with passion, acumen, and good taste: lyrics by Lorenz Hart, Cole Porter, Irving Berlin.

	GILBERT: Thank you for recommending Rhyme’s Rooms. May I borrow it for the weekend?

	ERNEST: Yes, but it won’t necessarily support your thesis that poets are optimistic.

	GILBERT: You poets are a disputatious lot.





The major event of 2022, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on February 24, is but one distressing fact among the many competing for attention in a year marked by Covid variants, pandemic fatigue, runaway inflation, horrific hurricanes and wildfires, a plethora of controversies and scandals, bad behavior, civic unrest, and the most polarized populace in my lifetime.

Poetry still makes news, even if sometimes the news brings no relief. In May 2022 a friend alerted me to this ungainly tabloid headline: “University of Salford cancels SONNETS from writing course because they are ‘products of white Western culture’ amid push to ‘decolonise the curricium’.” At first I thought this was a joke on a par with “Drop Box Outside National Archives Allows Ex-Presidents to Anonymously Return Classified Documents” in a satirical publication like The Onion. But I looked it up, and Britain’s Telegraph of May 14, 2022, got there three days ahead of the Daily Mail with the report that the University of Salford had “sidelined” the sonnet. A great sonnet is its own best defense. Take Shakespeare’s, number 29:


When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes,

I all alone beweep my outcast state,

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,

And look upon myself and curse my fate,

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,

Featured like him, like him with friends possessed,

Desiring this man’s art and that man’s scope,

With what I most enjoy contented least;

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,

Haply I think on thee, and then my state,

(Like to the lark at break of day arising

From sullen earth) sings hymns at heaven’s gate;

For thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings

That then I scorn to change my state with kings.



The unhappy speaker, friendless and alone, envious of others, sorry for himself, wallows in his “outcast state” until chance (“hap”) favors him with thoughts of “thee” and “thy sweet love,” which act upon him “Like to the lark at break of day arising / From sullen earth,” a gorgeous simile. In the time-honored fashion of the sonnet, the “Yet” that begins line nine signals the pivot to a blessed “state” powerful enough to neutralize the list of woes in the first eight lines. Bad fortune turns to good—thanks to the agency of the form and the craft and eloquence of the sonneteer.

With weapons provided by critical theory, it would not be impossible to seize upon the words “wealth” and “kings” in the closing couplet and claim that the poem sneakily addresses the subject of monetary metals in the mercantile era. But it would be perverse.

A reminder of poetry’s enduring value comes from an article in The New York Times from war correspondent Alissa J. Rubin, a fifteen-year Times veteran who has served as the paper’s bureau chief in Baghdad, Kabul, and Paris. Asked what she reads when she reports from a war zone, she mentions The Iliad, singling out Achilles’ visit to Priam’s hut as particularly stirring. She also names a pair of Auden poems (“Musée des Beaux Arts,” “September 1, 1939”), and William Butler Yeats’s “Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen.” Not an anthology standard, the Yeats poem is ambitious and challenging, and I found it heartening that Ms. Rubin, operating in the heart of danger under deadline pressure, never travels without a selected Yeats and a selected Auden.



The series editor of The Best American Poetry performs many functions, none more important than selecting the year’s guest editor.

Elaine Equi always makes me want to write poems, not because she makes it look enjoyable (which she does) but because she sees the poetic possibility in a situation (“It was fun to meet you and live briefly in your novel”), a conjunction of sounds (“Indigo lasso”), or an alternative universe (“If I Weren’t a Poet, I’d Be a Bouncer”). The openings of her poems hook you: “You look familiar. / Were you once my mother?” “Step right up and speak into the void,” and “Some prayers are spontaneous exclamations” (all from The Intangibles, her 2019 book). The virtues of her work include the use of minimal means to achieve maximum effects, the poetic value of the American vernacular, humor, and surprise. “A poet is someone who goes out of her way to preserve / a mystery,” she notes in a poem about murder mysteries. But she also writes, she tells us in “Why,” “to spite an old nun who punished me for telling the truth by having me write ‘I will not tell lies’ one hundred times.”

As an editor, Elaine distinguished herself with her enthusiasm, assiduousness, and decisiveness. We began the process of reading and evaluating earlier than usual to compensate for the supply-chain disruptions that have become endemic since Covid and that have wreaked havoc on production schedules. We have the delicious surprise of a previously unpublished poem by W. H. Auden. We have exciting first-timers; a quartet of former BAP editors (Gerstler, Hayes, Komunyakaa, Zapruder); the current U.S. Poet Laureate (Ada Limón), the winner of the 2022 Pulitzer Prize (Diane Seuss), as well as esteemed poets never before represented in the BAP series (Boris Dralyuk, Vincent Katz, Michael Lally, and Maureen N. McLane among them). You’ll find prose poems, a villanelle, a biographical poem, and a cento. As a whole, the collection testifies to the strength of the New York School in American poetry. Equi adds a twist with her loyalty to the adage Polonius issues in Hamlet: “Brevity is the soul of wit.”



Richard Howard died on the last day of March 2022. How rich a literary life he led. Many have reason to mourn his loss. Richard faithfully mentored young students of poetry as if fulfilling a civic duty. Readers of French literature owe him a special debt, for he translated so much of it: more than 150 books in all, including works by Baudelaire, Barthes, de Beauvoir, Gide, Michaux, Stendhal, and Paul Valéry, as well as the memoirs of Charles de Gaulle.

Back in 1978, Richard invited me to visit him in his fifth-floor apartment in a building called the Waverly Mews near Washington Square Park in New York City. It was wall-to-wall books, except for the bathroom where photographs of writers and artists covered every inch of wall and ceiling. Richard told me he had learned French in five days from a Viennese aunt on an automobile trip from Cleveland to Miami. He often said things that one wanted to record.

Eliot said Henry James had a mind too fine for an idea to violate it, not a problem Eliot suffered from…

I was a cocky young assistant professor at Hamilton College in Clinton, New York, where I had a brutal teaching schedule but got to run the readings and lectures series. That October Richard came to Hamilton to give a poetry reading and two lectures—“The Art of Digression” and “The Art of Boredom.” In my pocket notebook I wrote down the aphorisms that came tripping off his tongue: “Innocence versus experience is Blake’s way of presenting Oedipus and the Sphinx.” “The root of influence is astrological and is related to influenza.” At the airport waiting for the plane that would return him to New York City, Richard entertained me and my colleague Joel Black by reading aloud one of his Two-Part Inventions, “Wildflowers,” in which Oscar Wilde meets Walt Whitman and they duel in verse.

Henry James does to language what art does to life…

Richard was one of poetry’s great pinch-hitters. In Y2K Star Black and I scheduled John Hollander for a Monday night poetry reading at KGB Bar, but John wasn’t feeling well enough to come to the city from New Haven, so Richard volunteered to read the work of his friend from undergraduate days at Columbia University. In 2003, he agreed to teach a literature seminar at the New School when the regular faculty member had to cancel on the eve of opening day.

In this course we will consider the discrepancy between the name and the adjective derived from it: Socratic, Platonic, Christian, Machiavellian, Elizabethan, Byronic, Marxist, Victorian, Freudian, Kafkaesque…

Richard’s syllabi for the seminars he gave at Columbia and elsewhere are inventive, reflecting his erudition and wide-ranging curiosity, and I would like someday to gather and publish them in a literary journal of note.

Prose is to bread as verse is to cake…

At one time or another Richard served as poetry editor of New American Writing, Shenandoah, Western Humanities Review, The New Republic, and The Paris Review. Mark Strand cracked that Richard needs to be poetry editor of at least two magazines concurrently. When I launched The Best American Poetry in 1988, I knew I could count on Richard to discover fresh talent and help it make its way. Inevitably, I asked him to make the selections for the 1995 volume.

The difference between prose and verse is simple: “Prose proceeds, verse reverses.”

In the early 1990s, Richard spent each fall on the faculty at the University of Houston. Twice I rented his New York apartment. I took it as an auspicious sign that the dry cleaner downstairs was called Erudite, the one around the corner Faust, and the third one in the area Aphrodite. It gave Richard a kick to phone me and say, “My dear, would you get volume four of Byron’s correspondence from the top shelf in the kitchen and mail it to me?”

Of the first twelve editors in this series, now only two remain alive. Just as we were preparing to bring this book to bed, Charles Simic died in January 2023, some five months shy of what would have been his eighty-fifth birthday. Born in Belgrade in 1938, he had dreams and memories that he could draw upon from his early boyhood in battle-torn, Nazi-occupied Yugoslavia.

In A Fly in the Soup, his absorbing memoir, Charlie writes: “My family, like so many others, got to see the world for free, thanks to Hitler’s wars and Stalin’s takeover of East Europe.” Simic and his friends played soldiers as the war went on: “A boy a little older than I had disappeared. It turned out that he had slipped out to watch the bombs fall. When the men brought him back, his mother started slapping him hard and yelling she’s going to kill him if he ever does that again. I was more frightened of her slaps than of the sound of the bombs.” When the Americans arrived in Belgrade, they took the Simic family to the barracks and gave them chewing gum, chocolate, bacon and eggs. “The war ended the day before May 9, 1945, which happened to be my birthday,” Simic remarked. At the time he worried: “Now there won’t be any more fun.” The explanation: “In wartime, there is no parental supervision; the grown-ups are so busy with their lives, the kids can run free.”

Maybe the happiest moment in Charlie’s life came when he and his family arrived in America in 1954. Charlie and his brother watched a Dodgers–Giants game on television, ate burgers and fries, and ended in a jazz club (the Metropole Café): “I was all absorbed in the music. This was definitely better than any radio. It was heaven.” Charlie didn’t start writing poetry until he was twenty-one. After serving in the U.S. Army, he attended New York University, graduating in 1966. He became a U.S. citizen in 1971.

Charlie wrote poems in English before he thought to translate the Serbian poetry he had read as a youth. He wondered what his poetry would be like if he wrote in Serbian. How much does the language itself modify what a poem says? To find out, Simic undertook the translations that culminated in The Horse Has Six Legs: An Anthology of Serbian Poetry (Graywolf, 1992). The book comprises the work of eighteen modern poets as well as “women’s songs” and folk poems. “Translation is an actor’s medium,” Simic wrote. “If I cannot make myself believe that I’m writing the poem that I’m translating, no degree of aesthetic admiration for the work can help me. Imaginative affinity is what one needs to accomplish the identification and risk the impossible. In a successful translation, one indeed does, at times, become the Other.” Branko Miljković is one Serbian poet whose sensibility overlaps with Simic’s. Consider his two-line poem “Agon”: “While the river banks are quarreling, / The waters flow.”

In his poetry Simic raised laconic mystery to an aesthetic ideal. He wrote poems that critics characterized as surreal and he did highly innovative work with the prose poem as a form. History provides the dreamscape. One of the prose poems in The World Doesn’t End (1989) begins “I am the last Napoleonic soldier. It’s almost two hundred years later and I am still retreating from Moscow.” When this book of prose poems won the Pulitzer Prize, it marked a signal event in the history of the genre that Baudelaire invented in Paris in the 1860s and had now finally established its legitimacy in the United States. When I worked with Charlie on The Best American Poetry 1992, I remember the poems that knocked us out—we were crazy about “Nostalgia” by Billy Collins, then a new voice, for example. After that year of close reading, we would sometimes get together for lunch or dinner in New York. Helene, Charlie’s wife, joined us, and we talked as much about mutual friends and crazy university policies, jazz and popular songs, as about poetry. A professor at the University of New Hampshire, Charlie liked coming to the city and did his share of teaching at NYU. He loved the female singers of the 1920s and made me tapes of Lillian Roth (“Tell Me, Why Am I So Romantic?”) and Bee Palmer (“Please Don’t Talk About Me When I’m Gone”) and of great piano music that he recorded in bars. In the background you could hear someone shouting “hey Paulie”—people at the bar holding their conversations, music or no; Charlie got a kick out of that. Wine, he knew his wines, and a favorite New York restaurant of his was Provence on MacDougal Street near where I lived.

“Awe is my religion, and mystery is its church,” Simic writes, and this edict, complemented by a keen, sometimes tragic sense of humor, marked the spirit of his poems. Charlie has a poem, “On This Very Street in Belgrade,” that in its succinctness and its merger of memory and dream, past and present, is characteristic of its author:


Your mother carried you

Out of the smoking ruins of a building

And set you down on this sidewalk

Like a doll bundled in burnt rags,

Where you now stood years later

Talking to a homeless dog,

Half-hidden behind a parked car,

His eyes brimming with hope

As he inched forward, ready for the worst.



When I visited Charlie in New Hampshire, he introduced me to the music of tenor saxophonist Don Byas: “Body and Soul,” “Easy to Love,” “Laura.” On the way to the airport, I found myself humming “Chattanooga Choo-Choo,” and Charlie said he still knew the words by heart. He proceeded to sing it in Serbian.



Letters, at the home office of The Best American Poetry series, we get letters, we get stacks and stacks of letters. Some are more or less routine. To whom shall we send next year’s issues? There’s a printer’s error in my poem. I’ve changed my address. May we have permission to reprint? Attached are my poems from periodicals since last November.

Plaintiffs write to register their opinions of the latest year’s volume. Some relay that this year’s book doesn’t measure up to last year’s in quality. Amid such correspondence it is lovely to receive unsolicited praise from someone who has benefited from The Best American Poetry. On the first day of fall I heard from Jane Wong, whose poem “Thaw” was selected by Sherman Alexie for the 2015 volume. “It meant the world to me, and my mom actually saw me read for the very first time at the launch at the New School,” she wrote. “It was utterly transformative.” In sum, “BAP changed my life in such beautiful ways (and I also adore teaching the anthology series!).”

Ken Lauter is one fan who takes the series seriously. He sent me his meditations about The Best American Poetry in the form of a seventy-line poem replete with footnotes. With his permission—and in honor of all the other readers out there with strong opinions, I present two segments from Lauter’s “Re-Reading the BAPs—An Ode.” The poem begins with confessions—that, for example, the writer is nothing if not a faithful reader:


I rush out to buy every new BAP on the very day

it comes out, and immediately gorge myself on it,

cover to cover, in a kind of delirium of joy, hope,

envy, disgust, bafflement, and anger—both from

the poems and the poets’ own comments on them,

which—third confession—I sometimes think are

crisper and more insightful than the poems!



Lauter sums up the pluses and minus of his experience, pledges “to go on re-reading BAPs for as long as I live,” and picks out some favorites:


So there you have it: BAPs are both bliss and bane.

In the ’97 issue, for instance, I love Jayne Cortez’s

“The Heavy Headed Dance” more every time

I read it. Ditto for Margaret Gibson’s stunning

“Black Snake (BAP 2009) and John Brehm’s fine

“Intrigue in the Trees” (BAP 2017) all of which

I admit hit my poetic sweet spot: meditations on

how animals inhabit the world and our minds.



I do not have the space to print the ode in its entirety. Perhaps it will appear in a literary journal open to such meditations.

That poets compete with one another is natural; that there is more blame than praise in the discourse is equally inevitable. I like what Keats wrote when he read hostile reviews of his poems: “Praise or blame has but a momentary effect on the man whose love of beauty in the abstract makes him a severe critic on his own works.” Poetry is not a career but a vocation.






INTRODUCTION by Elaine Equi [image: ]


Poetry, for me, is a spiritual practice. Reading and writing it puts me in touch with something much bigger than myself, something intangible yet quite real. Because poems can be read in the context of other poems, it puts me in touch with the tradition—with writers of the past and also with writers of the present. I know some people have an aversion to the word “spiritual” because it has religious connotations, but the realm of the spirit is vaster than orthodoxies and institutions. Even if you’re a total materialist, you can think of spirit as the unknown—an uncharted realm of possibility. In poems, we converse and commune with the zeitgeist or spirit of the age. Another word to substitute for “spirit” might be “silence”—the nourishing interiority from which thoughts and ideas emerge. Or as French philosopher Jean Wahl put it: “Perhaps poetry is only our way of coloring and making vibrate the silence that succeeds us, or which is contemporary with us.” Similarly, we can equate spirit with the Buddhist quality of space or emptiness. I’ll avoid the word “void,” which seems to imply a lack, and I think of poetry as the opposite. One of my favorite definitions of poetry is an aphorism by Joe Brainard, evincing his characteristic simplicity and elegance: “Poetry is that certain something we so often find missing.” What I like best in this statement is the sense of discovery it points to. You read a poem you love, and it’s as if once again you’ve discovered what poetry means to you. I must admit, I also like the vagueness of a “certain something.” You won’t know what it is until you find it—and you won’t find it unless you look.

For the past year, I’ve spent a good deal of my time looking for poems. I normally read a lot of poetry, but I haven’t read so extensively outside my own comfort zone and interests in a long time. And I don’t usually focus exclusively on what’s going on right now in American poetry. It’s been a tremendously rewarding and exciting experience. As someone who has taught for many years, I’m accustomed to the agrarian model of planting seeds and nurturing slow growth. It’s been a delightful change to switch roles and become more of a hunter. In fact, the task became addictive—I couldn’t stop looking for poems. It turns out I like “shopping” for poems (to use a less spiritual metaphor) better than I like shopping for gourmet snacks, designer bags, or just about anything else, poetry being the one luxury I can’t do without. As Audre Lorde says, “Poetry is not a luxury. It is a vital necessity of our existence.” Baudelaire is even more emphatic, insisting “You can live three days without bread—without poetry, never.”

A great perk of editing Best American Poetry is that it comes with a lot of magazine subscriptions. I started to look forward to the mail again, which instead of mostly bills and flyers, brought a steady stream of interesting publications my way. Even so, I worried that there was a lot I wasn’t seeing. I began scouring bookstores, both chains and indie ones. Some do better than others at stocking a small selection of poetry magazines, but not surprisingly, literary journals are not a high priority, especially since the decline of print. Of course, I looked online, too. I already knew of many cool digital magazines and found a lot more by constantly refining my searches. Among my biggest allies were people who shared their recently published poems, along with links to the site on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. Whatever you may think of social media, there’s a wonderful quickness to the way it allows us to sample a wide variety of magazines we might otherwise be unaware of.

No matter their format, magazines still help define poetry. They are more than just a place to publish—although that alone is a pretty good reason to support them. Often, they also feature commentary, reviews, and essays on the latest aesthetic debates. Magazines are where one discovers the poems people are talking about and why. Publishing a magazine requires a serious commitment and investment of time and resources. The challenge is intense in light of ongoing budget cuts at universities and in nationally funded arts programs. That’s why I’d like to encourage everyone reading this, anyone who cares about poetry, to find one or two journals that speak to you and subscribe. Forgive the sales pitch; this is something I feel passionate about. We need to take care of our literary environment, just as we need to take care of our physical environment. You might also consider making a donation to Poetry Daily or the Academy of American Poets’ Poem-a-Day, two excellent free services that deliver a poem to your inbox each day. I’m sure many of you are already familiar with them. I was, too, but it was only during the past year that I made a special point of reading them both every day. It became a pleasant ritual that I looked forward to and provided a welcome counterpoint to the sinking feeling that often accompanies scanning the day’s headlines. But this anthology is not called Best American Magazines, so now let me get back to the poems.
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