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About the Editor

Nicholas Christopher was born in 1951, and was graduated from Harvard College. He is the author of five books of poems: On Tour with Rita (Knopf, 1982), A Short History of the Island of Butterflies (Viking, 1986), Desperate Characters: A Novella in Verse & Other Poems (Viking, 1988), In the Year of the Comet (Viking, 1992), and 5° & Other Poems (Viking, 1994). He has published a novel. The Soloist (Viking, 1986), and he edited the anthology Under 35: The New Generation of American Poets (Anchor, 1989). His book about film noir and the American city, Somewhere in the Night, is forthcoming from The Free Press. He is the recipient of numerous awards, including Poetry Fellowships from the National Endowment for the Arts and the New York Foundation for the Arts, the Amy Lowell Poetry Travelling Fellowship, and the Peter I. B. Lavan Award from The Academy of American Poets. Most recently, he was awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship in Poetry for 1993-94. He has published his work widely in leading magazines and literary journals and in various anthologies in the United States and abroad, and has taught at several universities, including Yale, Barnard College, Columbia, and New York University. He lives in New York City.

Introduction

Unlike the countries of Europe, not to mention Japan and China, the United States boasts enormous cities today, at the end of the so-called “American Century,” that barely existed one hundred fifty years ago. Los Angeles is a good example: a mission settlement belonging to Spain in 1830, by 1945 it had become a five-thousand-square-mile sprawl. In 1830, Detroit was a trading post on a dirt crossroads. Houston a muddy frontier town called Harrisburg. San Francisco a small hilltop settlement that went by the name Yerba Buena. Chicago had yet to be incorporated as a village. Denver and Seattle, of course, didn’t even exist. In historical terms, our urban culture has developed at hothouse speed, with all attendant hothouse permutations and outgrowths—spectacular, freakish, stunted, and delirious. Gilded ages worthy of Imperial Rome and slums to rival Calcutta’s. Quicksilver migrations, immigrations, and displacements. Boom times and fierce depressions, in which whole industries, ethnic groups, and cultural phenomena have thrived and vanished in the wink of an eye.

All this in one hundred fifty years—hardly a blip on the screen of world history. With the Industrial Revolution, most of our big cities expanded exponentially after the Civil War. And from Whitman and Poe, our first truly urban poets (who took different forks off the same road), and then Stephen Crane to Hart Crane, there is a long and important line of poets that first becomes apparent with the consolidation of these cities as mass centers and continues to thrive in the present day megalopolis. If American rural poetry reflects the flux of nature, and of man-in-nature as both observer and participant, American urban poetry must mirror a far more complex sort of flux: not just of populations in a man-made environment, but of the myriad human activities and crosscurrents—economic, political, religious, sexual, intellectual, artistic—that define that environment. The tableau of urban poetry is, quite simply, all of human society and every occurrence therein—from the erection of skyscrapers and suspension bridges, to the game a child might invent on a sidewalk, to the words murmured between two mourners at a funeral. A literally infinite range of subject matter.

American cities are physical labyrinths, and also spiritual and metaphysical ones. The business of the city poet is to chronicle, explore, excavate, and reflect the byways, recesses, and inner chambers of that labyrinth. Sometimes the reflections he or she comes upon in the depths of the maze will be from a dark mirror, or a mirror of dizzying clarity, or even a funhouse mirror of strange distortions, but I would argue that the resultant poems represent the most vivid and significant strain in modern American poetry.

I should make clear that by “urban poetry” in this book’s subtitle I do not only mean poems “about” cities, or poems with the city (generically or metaphysically) as a subject. Of course there are such poems in this book, but in choosing them, and the many other various poems I settled upon, I did not want to be restricted by such a narrow (and arbitrary) overall definition. As a starting point, I tried always to keep in mind the innumerable themes that the city (whatever American city it might be) would filter and radiate through its poets, and their poems, to their audience. How the basic themes of love, sex, renewal, memory, and death are dealt with from an urban perspective, in urban settings. A riveting city poem can be about a love affair, a dream, a meal, a midnight walk, a snowstorm, a crime; its perspective will be dictated by the imagination of the poet. In this book, the very particular lens for that perspective is the American city of our own time. The sort of city that contains, and is defined by, so many extremes: opulence and poverty, exhilarating beauty and harsh ugliness, private anonymity and public nakedness, salvation and corruption, mundane drugdery and spiritual transcendence, and so on. In short, I would hope that the poems in this anthology provide not just a unique overview of the astonishing and tumultuous events that have unfolded (or exploded) in American cities in recent years, but also a fresh and vibrant glimpse into the more private dramas and comedies of individual lives in metropolitan settings. For what is the poet in essence—however broad his cultural canvas—if not a spokesman for the individual (with all the weight that word carries, and should carry, for an American).

Emerson put it simply: “The poet has a new thought; he has a whole new experience to unfold; he will tell us how it was with him, and all men will be the richer in his fortune.” In other words, in poetic terms, we might turn around the national motto, E pluribus unum, and proclaim instead, “From the one, many.” Worlds unto themselves, our cities were fed during and after Reconstruction with crucially important migrants from the rural South—African-Americans, former slaves and the offspring of slaves—who, despite disenfranchisement on a grand scale, persecution legal and otherwise, and an obscene denial of basic human rights, intensified, enriched, and transformed our urban culture inestimably. At the same time in our history, there was a vast influx of immigrants, coming from every other country on the planet and flooding our cities. People with different languages, customs, beliefs—and prejudices. How much more complex, fertile, and volatile this has made our cities—in comparison to foreign cities like Tokyo whose national governments practically prohibit immigration of any kind, much less racial variety—cannot really be calculated. (Census takers in 1990 reported that a single four-square-block area in Queens, New York, boasted no less than one hundred eighteen different nationalities of registered aliens and foreign-born citizens!)

The German historian Oswald Spengler, writing on the eve of the First World War (when legal immigration to the United States was at its peak), stated that the emergence of New York as a “world-city” was the single most important development in the nineteenth century. It marked not only the ascendancy of the United States as the preeminent international power, but was also the historical moment in which American cities became the magnet for mass immigration. These immigrants and their successors, from Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America, literally built the American cities that we live in today, and the railroads and highways that connect them, as well as the wildly variegated (ever-expanding) cultural perimeters that give them their soul. A handful of those immigrants, and a somewhat larger handful of their offspring, have made the latter category of construction work—in the arts—their life’s work. Poets speak for themselves, not for groups of people per se, but it is hoped that Americans of every stripe will find some familiar and comforting, or discordant and equally familiar, echo of their own voices in the words of the contributors to this book.

A word about the date in my subtitle, 1975, which also should be carefully explained. For the poems herein to be vitally “contemporary” (that is, to speak to us with some urgency), I did not envision as their tableau the whole of post-Second World War America, or even the America of the 1960’s (which are not so close anymore, in poetic terms), but the America of the post-Vietnam, post-Watergate era—that is, after 1975. As we approach the end not just of the century but of the millennium, 1975, too, seems far off in time. In urban terms, it certainly is. One need only consider that two words with instant recognition in any American city today—“AIDS” and “crack”—were literally unknown anywhere two decades ago. In 1968, seventy-one percent of the people in the United States lived in cities, on one percent of the land. Today, over eighty-five percent of the population are city dwellers. And the last twenty years have marked an especially important period in the history of urban American poetry. If city life has gotten more intense on a day-to-day level, its poetry has certainly followed suit. Nineteen sixty-five marked the beginning of a cultural revolution in this country. In rock music. Drugs, from marijuana to psychedelics. Sexual mores. Patterns of marriage and divorce. While the U.S. government waged a bloody, unpopular, and futile war—the first war on foreign soil we would ever lose—citizens in legion numbers took to the streets at home to protest with fervor. They also joined marches for civil rights and women’s rights, and rallied for numerous other social changes. The society was in ferment, and the arts were not only a part of that ferment, but also brought much of it about. And much of it, of course, was centered in the cities.

But if 1965 was the watershed year, 1975 marked both the end of that era and the beginning of a new one. Some would argue that it was a passive era, culminating in the reactionary and piously puritanical ethos (as well as the scandals and mendacity) of the Reagan-Bush years. A period of retreat, of people taking stock—or taking flight. But for American poetry, 1975 marked the beginning of a renaissance that continues and flourishes to this day. Good poetry is not journalism—a set of narrowly topical, easy-to-digest “bulletins from the front.” One can write a pamphlet in the heat of battle; it’s tougher to write a good poem under such conditions, much less one that will endure beyond its own era and grow in power and relevance. Poets need to digest events big and small, inside and outside their own lives, and to be able to transform and distill them imaginatively with objectivity and detachment—with the “cold eye” that Yeats insisted was necessary for true poetic production. American poetry seemed to explode onto the page after 1975—not just because of its content and style, but because of the new generation of American poets who came of age with full heads and full hearts (spleens, too, on occasion) in the succeeding years. There was a hiatus of ten years between the social and cultural cataclysm that occurred in 1965 and the revolution in poetry that followed.

So the poets in this book, many shaped by the 1960’s as children or young adults, left behind that oft-maligned, oft-celebrated decade by writing about it, its aftereffects, and most importantly, the countless new roads it opened up in American urban culture. Going down an uncharted river, one inevitably finds other uncharted rivers feeding into it and branching off it, and that seems to me roughly analagous to the experience of the contemporary American poet. If the 1960’s were truly that first, complicated, never-quite-plumbed river, all succeeding years have been its often more fascinating, more aggressively navigated, tributaries. Frankly, there is no other period in this century that has produced more—and better—city poems by such an incredible variety of voices as the years since 1975.

Who are these voices and how did I go about collecting them? First, any book of this sort is by definition incomplete, and any poet in my position, editing such a book, can only assure the reader that every pain was taken, every bit of effort that time and budget allowed, to make the book as complete and comprehensive as possible. If some particular favorite of the reader’s has been omitted, it is not due to lack of openmindedness, but to the sheer volume of very fine poetry I had to choose from and to the limitations of space that were imposed by necessity. Every anthology is as subjective an undertaking in the end as a writer’s own novel or poetry collection, and any editor who claims otherwise is being disingenuous, at best. The ephemeral, frozen moment in which these sixty poets form a whole—this book—must create a complicated, often rebellious ratio between their many, multifarious poetic visions and my overall, necessarily imperfect, vision as editor. The inherent tension therein should be a stimulus to the reader, whether he agrees with every choice, every poem, or invariably, does not.

I tried to find poets writing in and about as many American cities as I could. Writing about them, not incidentally but with authority. In contemplating how I would structure the book, I rejected the notion of breaking it up by regions, or by the biggest cities—“Detroit,” “Miami,” “Los Angeles,” etc. These might have been neat pigeonholes, but the poems coming out of Tulsa, Santa Fe, Honolulu, Baton Rouge, and Memphis that so enrich these pages would have been sorely missed, to say the least. So the poets are listed alphabetically—no gimmicks—and the cities, from all over the map, are to be found in their poems, not in chapter headings. I chose the poets with three criteria in mind: that they be American; that their poems be specifically rooted in American cities (no expatriate Paris or Tangier poems); and that their writing be of the highest quality—poems constructed with charged, inventive, and musical language. And with unique and powerful voices behind them.

I will let the variety of these voices speak for itself. For voices as diverse as those one might hear in a crowd, a schoolyard, a restaurant, or a stadium in any American city are what I want the reader to hear in these pages. Their styles run the gamut from surrealism and rap to neorealism and visionary narrative, from bare-bones street poetry to elegant dramatic monologues and ironic reveries.

Upon returning home to New York City in September 1870, after a long absence, Walt Whitman in Democratic Vistas gives us a loving testament of how the city provided him with as much, if not more, poetic fodder as “Nature … great in her fields of freedom and the open air.” He compares the city’s bright and dark sides: “the splendor, picturesqueness, and oceanic amplitude and rush of these great cities … the costly and lofty new buildings, facades of marble and iron … the heavy, low, musical roar, hardly ever intermitted, even at night.” And this is also the city, he went on, that is “crowded with petty grotesques, malformations, phantoms,” in which, everywhere, “in shop, street, church, theatre, bar-room, official chair, are pervading flippancy and vulgarity, low cunning, infidelity….”

Of course today, as over a century ago, all our cities are both of these cities—and then some. The best of our urban poets deal with the bright and the dark, and the many more difficult, intricate, and ambiguous shades of nuance and purpose in between. Whitman, ever torn, insisted he took heart from the redemptive possibilities and sheer vitality of the city’s “ingenuities, streets, goods, houses … these electric crowds of men.” I hope that the reader will find not only a good deal of heart and hard-earned wisdom and crucial intelligence in the following pages, but also plenty of electricity as well.

—Nicholas Christopher
 New York City, February 1994

For their generous assistance and support at the various stages of this book’s evolution, I am grateful to my editors at Scribners, Charles Flowers and Hamilton Cain, to my agent, Anne Sibbald, and to my wife, Constance Christopher.
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Chapter 1 Ai

The Good Shepherd: Atlanta, 1981
 
I lift the boy’s body
 from the trunk,
 set it down,
 then push it over the embankment
 with my foot.
 I watch it roll
 down into the river
 and feel I’m rolling with it,
 feel the first cold slap of the water,
 wheeze and fall down on one knee.
 So tired, so cold.
 Lord, I need a new coat,
 not polyester, but wool,
 new and pure
 like the little lamb
 I killed tonight.
 With my right hand,
 that same hand that hits
 with such force,
 I push myself up gently.
 I know what I’d like—
 some hot cocoa by the heater.

Once home, I stand at the kitchen sink,
 letting the water run
 till it overflows the pot,
 then I remember the blood
 in the bathroom
 and so upstairs.
 I take cleanser, begin to scrub
 the tub, tiles, the toilet bowl,
 then the bathroom.
 Mop, vacuum, and dust rag.
 Work, work for the joy of it,
 for the black boys
 who know too much,
 but not enough to stay away,
 and sometimes a girl, the girls too.
 How their hands
 grab at my ankles, my knees.
 and don’t I lead them
 like a good shepherd?
 I stand at the sink,
 where the water is still
 overflowing the pot,
 turn off the faucet,
 then heat the water and sit down.
 After the last sweet mouthful of chocolate
 burns its way down my throat,
 I open the library book,
 the one on mythology,
 and begin to read.
 Saturn, it says, devours his children.
 Yes, it’s true, I know it.
 An ordinary man, though, a man like me
 eats and is full.
 Only God is never satisfied.



The Man with the Saxophone
 New York. Five A.M.
 The sidewalks empty.
 Only the steam
 pouring from the manhole covers seems alive,
 as I amble from shop window to shop window,
 sometimes stopping to stare, sometimes not.
 Last week’s snow is brittle now
 and unrecognizable as the soft, white hair
 that bearded the face of the city.
 I head farther down Fifth Avenue
 toward the thirties,
 my mind empty
 like the Buddhists tell you is possible
 if only you don’t try.
 If only I could
 turn myself into a bird
 like the shaman I was meant to be,
 but I can’t,
 I’m earthbound
 and solitude is my companion,
 the only one you can count on.
 Don’t, don’t try to tell me otherwise.
 I’ve had it all and lost it
 and I never want it back,
 only give me this morning to keep,
 the city asleep
 and there on the corner of Thirty-fourth and Fifth,
 the man with the saxophone,
 his fingerless gloves caked with grime,
 his face also,
 the layers of clothes welded to his skin.
 I set down my case, he steps backward
 to let me know I’m welcome,
 and we stand a few minutes
 in the silence so complete
 I think I must be somewhere else, not here,
 not in this city, this heartland of pure noise.
 Then he puts the sax to his lips again
 and I raise mine.
 I suck the air up from my diaphragm
 and bend over into the cold, golden reed,
 waiting for the notes to come,
 and when they do,
 for that one moment,
 I’m the unencumbered bird of my imagination,
 rising only to fall back
 toward concrete,
 each note a black flower,
 opening, mercifully opening
 into the unforgiving new day.

 

Chapter 2 Diane Ackerman

The Rumored Conversation with Oneself Continues in Pittsburgh
 
and also a city with quiet pockets
 stashed in the hubbub, like this one,

riverside at the base of the cablecars,
 where we speak softly about time and space,

two rivers rushing from us as the Ohio does,
 whose source is the Point we watch

from Frank’s old Chevy, as warm Monongahela
 and mountain-iced Allegheny merge blueblack

to vanish braided at the horizon.
 What with ground glow, and flecks of city shimmer,

these water streets have more spangle
 tonight than the sky. No meteors either,

though the Lyrids are past due.
 The moon is nowhere; a hunch in the blackness.

Frank demonstrates its path on steering wheel
 and jutting stick shift, telling the lunar opus

so deftly simple, I want to cry.
 It’s the way Pittsburghers play basketball,

or study Rilke: forging the rudest given
 into calm, daily wages, mixing mill and bar

with the Origin of Species, discussing Proust
 in the stands before a hockey match,

knowing the mind is a hard, slick muscle
 toned by thought. And when I confess

that I’ve been thinking about cuffs all day,
 how our joints are cuffs a-swill with fluid,

and how the shape of cuff and bone-end
 rule what sort, and how much, motion

will happen, and how the muscles
 are bundles of string, across and through

and about the joints, at a twitch
 hitching up the marionette of our bones,

for once I feel stark raving sane,
 as we sit beneath the small lean-to of wonder,

letting our minds flicker quietly together.
 We are talking about drift, our own

and the continents’ that clashed like stallions
 to be Colorado or Tibet; how women

are marsupials; and early man thought fire
 an animal he could only capture.

This is not an odd way to pass evening
 in the largest inland riverport town,

but how strange to chat blithely about space
 travel, in a Chevrolet whose back seat

sounds like a broken dinette set,
 and mauled front seat looks driven to hysteria.

Across the river, a sandstorm of light:
 buildings, arc lamps, staggering cars—

too dazzling for any one eyeful to snare.
 Somewhere in the lit Oz of a city hospital,

a surgeon is breaking open the shrouded box
 of a woman’s chest, and reaching

a gloved hand into its snug, lonely muscle,
 while she dreams of standing with Julius Caesar

across from the delta skyscrapers
 and barges, the train unzipping the night

at such speed, the tunnels and waterworks,
 the time-and-motion boys, the computers,

and steam rising from the street vents,
 rising from the single sweat gland

under the city, above which a million people
 sleep through all the tiny lay-offs

in the cell, dream in the silent architecture
 of nerve and bone, people who have not yet forgotten

how to wish, who are awed by the space shuttle,
 but not by their own throbbing honeycomb of light

bridging three rivers and gyrating to eye’s limit.
 She would stand him, mouth agape,

under the moonless sky, across from night-burning mills
 spewing raw fire back at the blackness,

across from a city whose incandescence
 obscures even the most frantic stars.
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