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FOREWORD


by David Lehman
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Forty years ago, two professors working independently—Harvard’s Walter Jackson Bate and Yale’s Harold Bloom—changed the way we think about literary tradition. In The Burden of the Past and the English Poet (1970), Bate challenged the idea that literary influence was a largely benign activity on the model of mentor and sometimes rebellious pupil. In The Anxiety of Influence (1973), Bloom went further and propounded a compelling new theory, which quickly caught on. Students today learn that poets labor under the weight of their self-chosen masters—that, for example, the Romantic poets had Milton on the brain or that James Merrill in the United States and James Fenton in Britain illustrate two rival ways of absorbing the masterly influence of the transatlantic W. H. Auden. The encounter with the master is bound to provoke anxiety. What the latecomer does with that anxiety determines his or her chances at originality.

Anxiety can certainly prove a source for poetry. When, for a commemorative volume, Bloom selected poems from the first ten years of The Best American Poetry, it is telling that he chose two poems that are not about anxiety as much as they appear to spring from it: “Anxiety’s Prosody” by A. R. Ammons from the 1989 volume (ed. Donald Hall) and John Ashbery’s “The Problem of Anxiety” from that of 1997 (ed. James Tate). Bloom’s theory may help us practically in our confrontations with such works and their authors. His love of poetry, the passion on display when he quotes touchstone passages from his prodigious memory, make an essay of his, whether on Hamlet or the King James Bible, Walter Pater or Walt Whitman, a profound and at times sublime experience.

Yet I contend that the process by which one poet assimilates the influence of another is not always quite so joyless, anxiety-ridden, or bereft of affection, as the theory would seem to imply. The pugilistic metaphors that appealed to Hemingway and Norman Mailer don’t quite fit. The competition between and among poets is more like a team sport—you have teammates as well as opponents, you play for a chance at post-season glory (the sportswriters call it “immortality”), but you also play the occasional “exhibition game” (U.S.) or “friendly” (Britain). The best poetry anthologies demonstrate that there is often an element of sport and gamesmanship in the way that a poet can take note of an ancestor, an ally, or a rival. And in consequence, it’s as though the poems they write are engaged in a dialogue.

To one who loves poetry and teaches Marvell’s “The Garden” in relation to the first three chapters of Genesis, or William Carlos Williams’s Pictures from Brueghel in relation to poems by W. H. Auden and John Berryman on the same paintings, it seems a self-evident proposition that poems partner with other poems. E. M. Forster’s metaphor in Aspects of the Novel applies to poems—he imagines a timeless British Museum Reading Room where the books of any and all eras may converse among themselves, sharing secrets and trading intimacies. I love the metaphor but would amend it to say that favorite poems have a way of pairing off, like the characters of certain books—like Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, say, or Holmes and Watson, or Beatrice and Benedick in Much Ado About Nothing—that continue to live after the reader has returned them to the shelf.

Looking over the poems published in The Best American Poetry over the last twenty-five years, I am struck by the number of such poem pairings. In The Best American Poetry 2012 (ed. Mark Doty), Jennifer Chang and Angelo Nikolopoulos react to Wordsworth’s daffodils just as Billy Collins, back in the 1998 edition (ed. John Hollander), responded to the same poet’s “Tintern Abbey.” Also in the 2012 volume, Amy Glynn Greacen confronts William Blake on the matter of the sunflower (“and fie, / By the way, on any and all, who’d think to call / You weary of time”), and David Mason addresses the gap between Shelley’s life and his ideals—the subject of a poem by Galway Kinnell that Paul Muldoon chose for The Best American Poetry 2005. In 1999 (ed. Robert Bly), John Brehm’s “Sea of Faith” ponders Matthew Arnold’s “Dover Beach”; in 2001 (ed. Robert Hass), Alan Feldman’s “Contemporary American Poetry” struggles with Donald Hall’s “Kicking the Leaves”; in 2008 (ed. Charles Wright), Ron Padgett’s “Method, or Kenneth Koch” pays homage to a mentor; in 2007 (ed. Heather McHugh), Albert Goldbarth’s poem takes its title from Robert Frost’s “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” with which it has a lover’s quarrel. Of “The Rose Has Teeth,” Terrance Hayes’s poem in the 2012 volume, its author writes, “My poem found its bones after I read Matthew Zapruder’s marvelous poem, ‘Never to Return,’ in the 2009 edition of The Best American Poetry.”

Let me linger over another example or two. Julie Sheehan’s poem in The Best American Poetry 2005 confronts the problem of writing a contemporary love poem. How do you avoid the clichés or the embarrassment of either purple patches or pink ones? Sheehan expresses the emotion by turning it on its head. Where the word “love” would ordinarily be found, she substitutes hate: “I hate you. Truly I do. / Everything about me hates everything about you.” The poem ends with this crescendo:

My breasts relaxing in their holster from morning till night hate you

Layers of hate, a parfait.

Hours after our last row, brandishing the sharp glee of hate,

I dissect you cell by cell, so that I may hate each one individually and at leisure.

My lungs, duplicitous twins, expand with the utter validity of my hate, which can never have enough of you,

Breathlessly, like two idealists in a broken submarine.

Sheehan may have inaugurated a new subgenre. Go to The Best American Poetry 2009 (ed. David Wagoner) and you will find Martha Silano’s riff (“Love”) on Sheehan’s “Hate Poem.” In her note on “Love,” Silano acknowledges the debt. She had, in fact, given herself and her students the “assignment” to “write a poem of address” modeled on “Hate Poem.”

The desire of poems to link themselves explicitly to others can cross cultural boundaries of time and space. Walt Whitman’s poems achieve such an immediacy of effect upon readers that many find themselves adopting his signature characteristics—the use of anaphora, long lines, extended arias, an imperial I that insists on its egolessness, and a penchant for making inclusive lists that substitute simultaneity for hierarchy as a governing principle. Among the writers of many nationalities who have given in to the impulse to talk back to Whitman, the Portuguese poet Fernando Pessoa (1888–1935) holds a prominent place. Pessoa, who was born in Lisbon, lived there, and infused a strong flavor of the city and the river Tagus in his poems, adopted heteronyms—like pseudonyms, except that each is outfitted with an identity and life story. One of them writes an ecstatic “Salutation to Walt Whitman”: “I salute you, Walt, I salute you my brother in the Universe.” In accents that recall “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” he adds, “And just as you felt everything, so I feel everything, and so here we are clasping hands, / Clasping hands, Walt, clasping hands, with the universe doing a dance in our soul.”1 It is as if the very form of the writing constituted an expression of affection and praise.

Now the lovely unexpected thing about these literary partnerships is that they have a way of doubling back to the source. Pessoa’s “Salutation to Walt Whitman” has stimulated not one but two rather different responses from American poets, and both have been anthologized in The Best American Poetry. “Salutation to Fernando Pessoa” by Allen Ginsberg was chosen by Richard Howard for the 1995 volume, was reprinted in Harold Bloom’s selection, and appears again here. Catching the spirit of extravagant self-celebration undermined by shrewd irony at the expense of the self, Ginsberg conceives his poem as a challenge to Pessoa—or, rather, as a statement of his own superiority. Here is how his poem opens:

Everytime I read Pessoa I think

I’m better than he is I do the same thing

more extravagantly—he’s only from Portugal,

I’m American greatest Country in the world

right now End of XX Century tho Portugal

had a big empire in the 15th century never mind

now shrunk to a Corner of Iberian peninsula

whereas New York take New York for instance

tho Mexico City’s bigger N.Y.’s richer think of Empire State

Building not long ago world empire’s biggest skyscraper—

The writer goes on to observe that Pessoa lived “only till 1936” whereas he is still alive nearly sixty years later. The odd logic is part of the poem’s charm, as is our knowledge that Ginsberg’s braggadocio is meant only half-seriously—it is his means of laying claim to the spirit that animates Whitman and Pessoa alike, which involves a huge assertion of self but also a dissolution of the ordinary barriers between self and other. With cheerful immodesty Ginsberg tells us that at five feet seven and a half inches he is taller than Pessoa and that his “celebrated ‘Howl’ ” has “already [been] translated into 24 languages,” a boast Pessoa could not make.

In The Best American Poetry 2000 (ed. Rita Dove), a second poem provoked by Pessoa’s appeared. Lynn Emanuel’s “Walt, I Salute You!” directly addresses Whitman, as Pessoa’s “Salutation” does. The poem annotates its excitement with a liberal use of exclamation points that signify not only passion but the equally needed undercutting irony. The union of identity the speaker celebrates is so strong that it blurs ordinary gender differences:

You have been women! Women with white legs, women with black mustaches,

waitresses with their hands glued to their rags on the counter,

waitresses in Dacron who light up the room with their serious wattage.

Yes! You are magically filling up, like milk in a glass, the white

nylon uniform, the blocky shoes with their slab of rubber sole!

Your hair is a platinum helmet. At your breast, a bouquet of rayon violets.

The poem reaches its climax when the barrier between the female self and the male other breaks down completely:

Walt, I salute you!

And therefore myself! In our enormous hats! In our huge mustaches!

We can’t hide! We recognize ourselves!

Acts of adulation, these poems—Ginsberg’s, Emanuel’s, and the Pessoa poem behind them—were quickened into existence by the large-souled poet reaching out to “men and women of a generation, or ever so many generations hence.”

     • • • 

    Alexis de Tocqueville wrote Democracy in America before Whitman materialized as that previously absent being, a poet of the democratic republic. Tocqueville envisaged the problems that an aristocratic art form must endure in a populist culture based on equality. In a democracy, he wrote, “the number of works grows rapidly, while the merit of each diminishes,” and some will see in American poetry today a fulfillment of the vision Tocqueville recorded in the fourth decade of the nineteenth century: “Form will usually be neglected and occasionally scorned. Style will frequently seem bizarre, incorrect, exaggerated, or flaccid and almost always seem brazen and vehement. Authors will aim for rapidity of execution rather than perfection of detail. Short texts will be more common than long books, wit more common than erudition, and imagination more common than depth.”2 There is truth to this, and critics of the MFA degree, the writing workshop as a pedagogical model, the proliferation of small presses, and the idea of teaching poetry writing to school children, will find much in Tocqueville to comfort them, though it is possible to rebut or modify any of the specific charges brought against contemporary poetry. Take, for example, the accusation that our poets neglect form. While free verse and colloquial idioms characterize much of the poetry of our moment, it is not as though the formal dimensions of poetry have gone unexamined. Our scribes have given us examples galore of exotic verse forms. The sonnet sequence, the haiku sequence, the sestina, the cento, the dialogue, the crown of sonnets, the pantoum, the villanelle, the prose poem, the abecedarius and even a double abecedarius: all have put in appearances in this anthology series. It may also be said that groups of American poets have been and continue to be almost obsessively committed to formal causes: the revival of past models of rhyme and meter, or the search for a measure to take the place of iambic pentameter, or the development of new constrictive verse forms like those generated by the Oulipo, or the relentless impulse to foreground language as the medium of communication and distortion.

The more significant of the problems Tocqueville predicted for the fine arts in a democratic state is a tendency to widen the aesthetic impulse but weaken its quality. It cannot be denied that we no longer conceive of lyric poetry as strictly a solitary and self-taught act but rather as one that can be taught, encouraged, quickened into being, a collaborative and even group activity. Poetry serves self-expression, narcissistic and otherwise; it also has a therapeutic application. The notion that anyone can be a poet may have a leveling effect on the art, and that is why we need not critics but editors to help us by discriminating among the contending voices and insisting on the genuine article. About critics many of us agree with Hemingway, who defined the species as “men who watch a battle from a high place, then come down and shoot the survivors.” But about the need to make choices, to discriminate among the poems set before us, there can be no doubt. And I believe that the best choosers come from the ranks of the poets themselves.

This seems the right moment to acknowledge the efforts of the twenty-five poets who, in their year as guest editor, read poems by the score on an almost daily basis. Picking the seventy-five poems of “your” year is a demanding task, even if you don’t stumble over the idea of hierarchies. You need reserves of generosity and goodwill and a feeling for the idea of community. It is possible, and the editors proved it, to be loyal to an aesthetic position and, at the same time, to strive to be ecumenical; to include your favorites but also to be able to recognize quality in a style unlike your own, from an unfamiliar voice, speaking an alien dialect.

Glen Hartley has been my literary agent since I began writing books. A lover of poetry and literature, he advised me on The Best American Poetry when it was little more than an idea that popped into my head as I drove on a country road between Ludlowville and Ithaca, New York, one Sunday in August 1987. This volume is dedicated to Glen, without whose advocacy and support the series would neither have come into existence nor fared so well as it has. I am fortunate, too, to have worked with talented editors at Scribner: John Glusman, who signed the book in 1987 when nobody else but Glen and I thought it had a snowball’s chance in Hades; Erika Goldman; Hamilton Cain; Gillian Blake; and, since 2004, Alexis Gargagliano. One thing we learned early on was that the sheer number of poems that get published in the United States is overwhelming. In our fourth year we made the decision to exclude poems published in individual poetry collections and to choose only poems that appear in periodicals. Some great magazines ended their distinguished runs: Partisan Review, Antæus. New magazines sprung up: poems in the 2010 and 2011 volumes of this series were printed originally in Conduit, Court Green, The Hat, jubilat, LIT, New Ohio Review, Open City, A Public Space, Post Road, Sentence, The Sienese Shredder, and Vanitas, to cite just some that didn’t exist twenty-five years ago. The perennially unsung editors of these magazines continue to be our front line; I thank them and honor them. Little has been as important in my own evolution as a poet than the friendly, attentive, and frank responses that my work has elicited from magazine editors.

The abundance and variety of the poems we have published in our twenty-five years led us to suspend our usual practice of limiting each book in the series to seventy-five poems. There are an even hundred poems in this volume. Each has the distinction of having been picked twice. The year beneath the poem designates the volume in which it originally appeared. In the back of the book, after updated biographical notes, we print the original comment, if any, that the poet made in response to my plea for some words about the composition of the chosen poem.

     • • • 

    Robert Pinsky comes from the generation of American poets that earned the PhD rather than the MFA degree if they went to graduate school. He studied at Stanford, where he absorbed the lessons of Yvor Winters; wrote a book on Landor, another one on the situation of poetry in the year of our nation’s bicentennial; and taught at Wellesley, Berkeley, and Boston University. He wrote plain-style poems, acts of moral attention devoted to subjects as vast and complicated as America, psychiatry, sadness, happiness, the design of a shirt, the human heart. When The Figured Wheel, comprising new and collected poems, appeared from Farrar, Straus and Giroux in 1996, the poet and critic James Longenbach said it constituted “the most scrupulously intelligent body of work produced by an American poet in the past twenty-five years.” A new Selected Poems came out from the same publisher in 2011. Pinsky has written autobiographical poems, lyrics, intellectual investigations (“Ode to Meaning”), and poems endowed with the purpose of explaining ourselves to us. But he has not eschewed the sheer pleasure of wordplay, as in his abecedarian poems that consist of exactly twenty-six words. In the variousness of his pursuits, he has done much to challenge any limiting notion of what a serious modern poet can be and do. In addition to his poems and his essays on poetry, he produced a widely acclaimed translation of Dante’s Inferno, wrote a book on the Bible’s King David, and devised a computer interactive novel (Mindwheel) when the personal computer was in its infancy. He plays the saxophone, loves jazz, and has recently been collaborating with jazz musicians in the presentation of his poems. On the CD PoemJazz Pinsky reads thirteen of his own poems plus one by Ben Jonson while Laurence Hobgood improvises on the piano. A reviewer in the JazzTimes wrote that Pinsky’s “performances” of his poems are, in keeping with the dictates of jazz, “rich with spontaneous touches.”3

When he served as United States Poet Laureate for two terms during the Clinton administration, that office reached the peak of its prestige. Pinsky launched the Favorite Poem Project, which proved immensely popular. He made frequent appearances reading poems on television on the PBS NewsHour. In 2001 he delivered The Tanner Lectures on Human Values at Princeton University, later published under the title Democracy, Culture and the Voice of Poetry, a defense of poetry as a living art whose importance will always surpass its popularity. “Poetry reflects, perhaps concentrates, the American idea of individualism as it encounters the American experience of the mass,” Pinsky writes, as neat a statement as you will find of the central paradox of our culture.

The poets assembled in this volume have written about matters of public concern: “the war,” whether that means Vietnam or “Bush’s War”; suicide bombers, murderous explosions, a terrorist act, a deadly oil spill, the death of the shah of Iran, the videotaped assassination of an American journalist in Pakistan. The poets have accepted the challenge to write about history in the making. To be sure, they also like to tell a story or make a prophecy, to sing the blues or a sad ballad, to contemplate desire, love, loss, nostalgia, garbage, pornography, married life, Wagner at the Met, lunch, childhood, dogs, paranoia, fathers, the end of a love affair, forgiveness, poison pen letters, and the letter “Q.”

Among the miraculous inventions in Raymond Roussel’s Locus Solus are the tableaux vivants featuring figures immobile as wax dummies in a huge glass case. The figures turn out to be dead people who revive when injected with a substance called “resurrectine,” at which time they act out the greatest event in their lives. Poems are a little like that. An excellent poem of any vintage returns to life the moment somebody reads it. What we can do, in a retrospective anthology, is to bring back poems that have given pleasure to more than a few discerning readers—poems that prove, in Tocqueville’s terms, that an aristocratic art form can thrive in a democratic culture.



1 Fernando Pessoa, Poems of Fernando Pessoa, trans. by Edwin Honig and Susan M. Brown (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1998).

2 Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (New York: Library of America, 2004), pp. 533, 542.

3 Christopher Loudon, jazztimes.com. June 2012.
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INTRODUCTION

The Centrality of Poetry

by Robert Pinsky
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My assignment has been to choose one hundred poems from the nearly two thousand selected by the poets who edited the annual Best American Poetry volumes over the past twenty-five years. An intimidating task: just look at the anthologies of even a generation or two ago, with their surprising omissions and mistaken inclusions—in hindsight. See, too, the lists of prizewinners and poets laureate.

William Shakespeare, John Donne, John Keats, Emily Dickinson, and Gerard Manley Hopkins were ignored or underestimated by experts of their times. Present-day scholars and critics, the equivalents of those experts, now write books about those poets.

On the other hand, I have the encouraging thought that the editors of the annual volumes in the series, from John Ashbery in 1988 to Mark Doty in 2012, are poets. And poets, though certainly not infallible in judgment, have a stringent, in a way ruthless motive or framework for judgment, distinct from the more curatorial role of scholars and critics. Actual composition, the effort to make something new, is a fiery, inherently disruptive form of criticism.

Who, after all, called attention to the once-neglected work of Donne and Hopkins? Mainly, subsequent generations of poets. More recently, Elizabeth Bishop and George Oppen, during their lives, were not as widely celebrated as James Dickey and Archibald MacLeish. But in time, young poets decided they needed to learn from Bishop and Oppen.

“What’s posterity ever done for me?” Groucho Marx is said to have asked. In poetry, the answer is clear: posterity chooses. The new poets to come are the arbiters of what is best, or at least what is recognized as best in their time. Even their mistakes may be illuminating, because of the energy that drives them. The maker’s pressure, the craving to make something new and good, exerts a greater force for the artist than schools, categories, expectations—greater, and sometimes in an opposite direction, toward surprise or defiance. In each generation, the practitioners for their own purposes revise that forever shape-shifting and evolving organism, the canon.

What has been my basis for choosing the poems in this book? A short answer would be: ear and imagination. Those are the prerequisites. But beyond that, there is—not subject matter, exactly, but a large and adventuresome sense of subject matter: in one form or another, an implicit idea of poetry, the art of the individual human voice, as central and fundamental: like singing, dancing, cuisine, ceremony. In a word, culture.

By “ear” I mean the way poetry’s medium is breath: the art is rooted in the human-scale, extremely intimate yet social medium of each reader’s actual or imagined voice. The reader imagines what it might feel like to need to say the poem. By “imagination” I mean an act of mind that is similarly individual, on a human scale. At the juncture of imagination and body, poetry like dance and song is central to human culture, in the mysterious fusion at the core of mind and body. With imagination, mind expresses itself in gesture and sound. Breath, the medium (for me) of poetry, is literally at the center of the human body, inhaling and exhaling. As speech is a fundamental social means, poetry based on speech is a fundamental art.

By “culture” I mean something distinct from the two realms that are sometimes assumed to encompass all of culture: the entertainment industry and the academic industry. Both are constituent parts of something larger and deeper, and yet often—maybe because it is less visible than the curriculum or the TV Guide—underestimated. Culture generates the curriculum and the TV Guide, and incorporates elements of them, and shrugs them aside, like the god Kronos eating his children. The underestimation of culture may have roots in the fearsome truth that culture is not ornamental and static; that it is an unsettling, tectonic force, not always benign. Sometimes it is sinister or appalling. It cannot reliably be predicted or manipulated.

In February 2007, in the state of Qatar, I attended a Brookings Institution conference, the U.S.-Islamic World Forum: “Confronting What Divides Us.” Along with people from the media, politics, science, and business there were some representatives from the arts, religion, and media, designated under the rubric of “Culture.” A session of our cultural group included an Arabic pop singer, a comedian, and a graphic-novel artist, along with on-air and online journalists and—notably—experts in the world of the Internet: social media and digital entertainment, and the merging of the two. Our seminar’s moderator emphasized demographic facts, in particular that the median age throughout the Arab world was very young and getting younger. Combined with the surge in computer skills and access, this demographic change would become increasingly determinative. That was the recurring theme.

But an Egyptian playwright protested against this emphasis on demographics. As I remember, she argued passionately that demographics and technology, though significant, should not lead us to neglect the immense force of culture, and of art within culture. The cultural forces within particular nations, religions, and religious groups, she declared, were organic, various, and enduring, as well as constantly evolving. An Egyptian thirteen-year-old and a Kurdish thirteen-year-old were in certain ways profoundly different from each other and from their Bosnian, Iranian, and Yemeni contemporaries, though they might have similar T-shirts and computer games. Culture, she argued, trumps demographics.

Against a general, polite tide away from the playwright’s viewpoint, I and a few others were moved by her argument. Notably, a Palestinian filmmaker observed that the Koran’s power came largely from a matter of art: the fact that it was composed in verses, making it both magnetic and memorizable. I had never thought about this fact, a refutation of the tag from W. H. Auden that “poetry makes nothing happen.” The Koran has made many things happen.

Then, a moment later, an American entrepreneur, representing a website where people engage in alternate lives, said: “Everyone in this room is a dinosaur”—implying that in 2007 there might be something a bit outdated, or even extinct, about the playwright’s notions regarding art.

Three years later, the Arab Spring uprisings indicated that both sides of that 2007 argument were onto something. Computer literacy among the young and their use of social media enabled large demonstrations, as in Tahrir Square. Regimes that had seemed invulnerable toppled. And though the means of the demonstrators were digital, the meanings they expressed were cultural.

The urgency of art, or the art of poetry, with its scale that is at once individual and immense, somehow both dreamy and fundamental, is not easy to formulate. But that urgency is a sense that the ancient art must strive to get to the bottom of things, that a lot is at stake. That implicit dimension of the art, a matter of intensity and scale, was a primary guide as I chose from among the selections made by the poets who preceded me as editors of the annual Best American Poetry volumes.

By urgency, I don’t mean preaching or mere high-minded sentiments, but rather something like the role for art envisioned by the Modernist predecessors T. S. Eliot, James Joyce, Stéphane Mallarmé, and Ezra Pound. Their vision of art shaped my generation, but like others I have come to mistrust the Modernist saying that the poet’s mission is to “purify the language of the tribe”: the political history of the Modernist period and after suggests misgivings about both purity and tribalism as ideals.

Many poems honored by the annual volumes in the past twenty-five years seem to embrace that old Modernist largeness of vision, but sometimes in a way opposite to purifying the language of a tribe—expanding it and hybridizing it or even mongrelizing it. (In a separate discussion, it’s more than arguable that Pound and Eliot in their best poems do the same.) Impurity—as variously and gloriously as in Dickinson, Twain, Melville, Whitman—has been an urgent, significant part of American writing, reflecting American experience. In a contemporary version of that urgency, poets in the BAP volumes find ways to extend that project: to tell some historical truth grounded in the unique evidence of American speech, and through the intimate, communal, profoundly vocal medium of poetry.

In 1994, for example, A. R. Ammons selected a passage from Harryette Mullen’s Muse & Drudge, published the next year as a book-length poem. An epigraph from Callimachus (“Fatten your animal for sacrifice, poet, / but keep your muse slender.”), precedes the first section, which orchestrates different kinds of language within the four athletic quatrains of the opening section, an example of expressive, improvisatory movement, more expressive than mere “purity”:

1.

sapphire’s lyre styles

plucked eyebrows

bow lips and legs

whose lives are lonely too

my last nerve’s lucid music

sure chewed up the juicy fruit

you must don’t like my peaches

there’s some left on the tree

you’ve had my thrills

a reefer a tub of gin

don’t mess with me I’m evil

I’m in your sin

clipped bird eclipsed moon

soon no memory of you

no drive or desire survives

you flutter invisible still

If the ancient poet’s advice means for the poem to be quick and alert, it is fulfilled by the movement here among idioms, from the blues to the eclipsed moon and back, including points in between. Slavery, pop music, and plucked eyebrows do not preclude the more analytical language of “no drive or desire survives.” The four syllables of the third line, with their comic double meaning heartbreaking for the character, establish a certain, requisite alertness: a music of Cupid’s-bow lips and bowed legs, together, make a jagged chord. The peach-tree image of the blues lyric and the blues syntax, in a similar way, jostle and harmonize with the more literary, also rich music of vowel, consonant, and vocabulary in “my last nerve’s lucid music,” echoed in “juicy fruit.”

That syncretic range of ear and of idea takes a quite different form, yet I think related, in Paul Violi’s “Counterman” from the 2006 volume (ed. Billy Collins), which begins with a deceptive, reportorial meticulousness:

—What’ll it be?

Roast beef on rye, with tomato and mayo.

—Whaddaya want on it?

A swipe of mayo.

Pepper but no salt.

—You got it. Roast beef on rye.

You want lettuce on that?

No. Just tomato and mayo.

—Tomato and mayo. You got it.

 . . . Salt and pepper?

No salt, just a little pepper.

—You got it. No salt.

You want tomato.

Yes. Tomato. No lettuce.

—No lettuce. You got it.

 . . . No salt, right?

Right. No salt.

—You got it.—Pickle?

This manic accuracy of dialogue, in itself engaging, turns out to be a slow curve, a deadpan setup for a left turn of the imagination:

Right. No pickle.

—You got it.

Next!

Roast beef on whole wheat, please,

With lettuce, mayonnaise, and a center slice

Of beefsteak tomato.

The lettuce splayed, if you will,

In a Beaux Arts derivative of classical acanthus,

And the roast beef, thinly sliced, folded

In a multifoil arrangement

That eschews Bragdonian pretensions

Or any idea of divine geometric projection

For that matter, but simply provides

A setting for the tomato

To form a medallion with a dab

Of mayonnaise as a fleuron.

And—as eclectic as this may sound—

If the mayonnaise can also be applied

Along the crust in a Vitruvian scroll

And as a festoon below the medallion,

That would be swell.

—You mean like in the Cathedral St. Pierre in Geneva?

Yes, but the swag more like the one below the rosette

At the Royal Palace in Amsterdam.

—You got it.

Next!

I think this fantastical dialogue—precise about Beaux Art acanthus derivatives in the lettuce and equally precise in its rendering of New York deli idiom—makes the scene not less real or abundantly rich, but more so. As the two kinds of language intertwine and blend, absurdly yet productively, language itself is not glibly dismissed or deprecated. The enterprise of poetry, implicitly, has its weird majesty. In the meeting of naturalistic speech and New York School elaboration, something large and mysterious transpires.

The large reach and intense focus of these passages, embodied vocally, exemplify a certain spirit, for me—the contrary of deprecation. Deprecation may have as many modes and varieties as art itself. In contemporary poetry, it can vary between opposites that meet: at one pole, a bland, companionable chuckle that dismisses importance; at the other, a complacent, arbitrary mash-up that dismisses meaning. An easy middlebrow scoff and an easy postmodern smirk. For a keener, more exacting and thrilling form of both comedy and skepticism, see (for instance) Kenneth Koch’s “Proverb,” where the Proverb and the proper names both have their significance, along with a cosmic absurdity. The language is plainer than Mullen’s or Violi’s, but the spirit is wide-ranging.

“Les morts vont vite,” Koch begins by quoting, “et les vivants sont dingues.” In his poem’s translation, “The dead go fast, the next day absent!” and “the living are haywire.” The speed and ardor of his poem, with its amazed, awed laughter, puts the human voice, hovering somewhere between speech and song, at the center of things, evoking in the cadences and patterns of speech the movement of life, encompassing “Alexander of Macedon, on time! / Prudhomme on time, Gorbachev on time, the beloved and the lover on time!”

The large, multiple vision called up by the single human voice feeling the tides and currents of time, from amid them: that notion or force has been a primary guide for me. I have tried to honor its variety. As a closing example, partly for its contrast with Koch’s poem, and partly for its consonance, here are the closing lines—in a relatively “pure” idiom, but intensely vocal—of Anne Winters’s “The Mill-Race”:

It’s not a water mill really, work. It’s like the nocturnal

paper-mill pulverizing, crushing each fiber of rag into atoms,

or the smooth-lipped workhouse

treadmill, that wore down a London of doxies and sharps,

or the paper-mill, faërique, that raised the cathedrals and wore out hosts of dust-demons,

but it’s mostly the miller’s curse-gift, forgotten of God yet still grinding, the salt-

mill, that makes the sea, salt.

I am glad to present the energy and variety of these one hundred poems, culled from the choices of poets over twenty-five years.



SHERMAN ALEXIE


Terminal Nostalgia

[image: Images]

The music of my youth was much better

Than the music of yours. So was the weather.

Before Columbus came, eagle feathers

Detached themselves for us. So did the weather.

During war, the country fought together

Against all evil. So did the weather.

The cattle were happy to be leather

And made shoes that fit. So did the weather.

Before Columbus came, eagle feathers

Were larger than eagles. So was the weather.

Every ball game was a double-header.
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