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When The Best American Poetry was conceived ten years ago, it seemed to me an idea so inevitable that I wondered that no one else had acted on it. I had the vision of an annual anthology that would chronicle the taste of our leading poets and would reflect the vigor and variety of an art that refuses to go quietly into that good night to which one or another commentator is forever consigning it. I had been reading literary magazines by the dozens and was impressed by the quality of the poetry that regularly appeared in print to little fanfare. Not only were Ashbery and Merrill and Ammons and other masters writing in peak form, but extraordinary specimens by poets I’d never heard of were turning up every day in remote periodicals, experimental journals, staid old quarterlies, flashy new ones, and desktop broadsides from Maine to Alaska. Wouldn’t it make sense—and perhaps dollars, too—to cull the year’s most compelling works and perpetuate them in a handsome volume? Done right, the anthology would transcend sectarian differences and tribal conflicts in a spirit of generosity and ecumenicism, but with the firm insistence that aesthetic excellence must be the paramount imperative. We would honor the notion that poems from rival traditions can consort together to their mutual advantage. Each year’s book would represent the predilections of a different guest editor, himself or herself an eminent practitioner. We would ask the poets selected for inclusion to provide comments about the poems, how they had been written or what had occasioned them. The magazines in which the poems appeared would be listed, their editors named, their addresses given, to aid the potential subscribers and prospective contributors in our audience. We were bound to have one. Readers hungry for poetry would respond with ardor.

Or would they? Book publishers, with their customary air of noble irresolution, did their best to disabuse me. “You’ll be lucky to sell two thousand copies,” one executive said sympathetically. I could see her point. It was a truth universally acknowledged that the book trade now functioned within a vast literary-industrial complex whose corporate masters were ruled by an unforgiving bottom line. Would we please and excite readers in sufficient quantities to pay our own freight? I couldn’t help recalling the analogy that Don Marquis, the creator of archy and mehitabel, had spun when the century was young. Publishing a book of verse, he observed, was like dropping a rose petal in the Grand Canyon and waiting for the echo. What made me think that the gesture would be less futile now? If someone had forecast that The Best American Poetry would still be going strong ten years later—with a readership that grows wider each year—even I, with my unreasonable attachment to the project, would have laughed. Yet that is what has happened.

The success of the series is due largely to the efforts of the ten poets who have served as guest editors: John Ashbery, Donald Hall, Jorie Graham, Mark Strand, Charles Simic, Louise Glück, A. R. Ammons, Richard Howard, Adrienne Rich, and James Tate. Each willingly took on the task of surveying the year’s poetry, selecting seventy-five poems from a pool containing more than ten times as many candidates. Each contributed an introduction about his or her principles of selection, or about the state of American poetry, or about the process of writing a poem, or about the experience of reading for the anthology. (Excerpts from the introductions—themselves fascinating documents—are offered as an appendix in the present volume.) There was never any presumption that the guest editors would substantially agree with one another or that their taste would necessarily overlap. In retrospect it seems to me that one might peruse the ten volumes, forge some sort of consensus view, and arrive at tentative conclusions regarding not only literary reputations, who’s in, who’s out, but a host of critical questions having to do with the characteristic forms, styles, subject matter, and attitudes of poets in America today. But the purpose of this series is not to arrive at conclusions so much as to suggest a good starting point for readers preparing to embark on their own journey. The Best American Poetry does not set out each year to ratify a pantheon, and indeed the books in the series can be understood to be having a dialogue with one another—dialogue that sometimes turns into impassioned debate.

The debate is joined in The Best of the Best American Poetry 1988-1997. Now that ten years have gone by, it seems an opportune moment to return to the 750 poems that have been anthologized thus far and hazard an educated guess about which of them may endure into the next century. Since poets have done the selecting for the individual volumes, I thought to entrust this new task to a critic—preferably a fearless and influential one, with strong opinions, sophisticated taste, and a passion for poetry that matches any poet’s. If the books in the series have lived up to their collective title, this anthology of anthologies might define a contemporary canon. Choosing the contents would therefore test any editor’s nerve. Luckily, the one critic who has unabashedly and unapologetically committed himself to the idea of a literary canon, to the possibility of making one and to the necessity of having one, is a critic who long ago made a name for himself as a highly discriminating reader of the poetry of his time, whose provocative judgments have turned out often—remarkably often—to be right.

Harold Bloom has fascinated me since the September day in 1967 when I, a Columbia sophomore, drove up to Yale to visit a friend and sat in on Professor Bloom’s modern poetry course. It was the first day of classes, and Bloom was going over his reading list, which consisted mainly if not exclusively of William Butler Yeats, Wallace Stevens, Hart Crane, and, I think, D. H. Lawrence. There was to be no Eliot, no Pound, no Auden, no William Carlos Williams. From memory Bloom recited Wordsworth and Emerson and Whitman and Stevens by the yard. He tossed off paradoxes worthy of Oscar Wilde and followed by quoting Wilde to the effect that all bad poetry was unfailingly sincere, a slogan that Bloom has since said he would like to see emblazoned on the gates of university campuses. I didn’t know it then, but Bloom was still fighting Eliot’s neoclassicism, royalism, and Anglo-Catholicism—still crusading for a “visionary company” of poets, such as Shelley, who had fallen into disfavor with the Eliot-inspired New Criticism—and he was not in the mood to give any quarter. Although the poets he excluded from his course were among those I loved the most, I was taken with his flamboyant manner and his idiosyncratic approach—not every professor was so candid or so sure of himself. And I found him to be wholly convincing when, in the early 1970s, he began to extend his “Romantic line” to the poets of the American present, championing Ammons and Ashbery and Merrill as our top bards.

This was the same time that Bloom propounded his theoretical model for the study of poetry. A quartet of studies, the first of which added a phrase to the lexicon (“the anxiety of influence”), made its author the most controversial critic of the period. The study of literary influence had once rested on naively benign premises; it was assumed that influence and inspiration were virtually indistinguishable, and literary history was seen as a series of successful baton exchanges in a marathon relay race. This understanding of how influence works was complicated by Walter Jackson Bate, who argued that the “burden” of the past can inhibite the new poet struggling to establish an original poetic voice. Bloom went further, advancing the thesis that “strong” poets manage to overcome the anxiety aroused by inevitable self-comparisons with their father figures. Proposing parallels between rhetorical tropes and psychological defense mechanisms, Bloom argued that poems always refer to (and “misread”) antecedent poems, that poets wage Oedipal battles with their precursors, and that in a sense “all literature is plagiaristic.” Bloom’s efforts to “de-idealize” the study of literary influence aroused an anxiety equal to the one he had analyzed. Angry poets, resentful that he has overlooked them, have vilified and lampooned him. “I am the pariah of the profession,” he told me when I interviewed him for a Newsweek profile in 1986.

Bloom has made few pronouncements about contemporary poetry in the last ten years. He has been absorbed by other subjects: Freud, Shakespeare, Genesis, indigenous American religions, and the making of a Western canon. As I write this, he is completing a magnum opus entitled Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human. An anomaly in a conformist’s academy, he has risen to the defense of literature against the plethora of new ideologically inflected approaches that would subdue it. “I am,” he writes in The Western Canon, “your true Marxist critic, following Groucho rather than Karl, and take as my motto Groucho’s grand admonition, ‘whatever it is, I’m against it.’” Bloom is eloquent in his defense of literature as an aesthetic realm, autonomous and unsponsored. “Reading deeply in the Canon will not make one a better or a worse person,” he writes. “All that the Western Canon can bring one is the proper use of one’s own solitude, that solitude whose final form is one’s confrontation with one’s own mortality.”

In The Best of the Best American Poetry 1988-1997, Bloom has relied on what he has called “the only pragmatic test for the canonical”—he has chosen seventy-five poems that he thinks worthy of rereading. They are not the only poems of excellence to have been published in the last ten years; 675 others have appeared in this series alone; but they have passed the test of rereading, they have given pleasure more than twice over, and they demonstrate in their differing ways that something very important is going on in American poetry today. “The first thing that strikes a reader about the best American poets is how utterly unlike each other they are,” W. H. Auden once observed. That was true of the generation of Pound, Williams, Stevens, Frost, Marianne Moore, e. e. cummings, and Laura Riding. It is equally true today, as readers of this anthology will see. The last ten years of American poetry have witnessed a continual widening of limits. Our poets have addressed themselves with unprecedented candor—and with wit and humor—to carnal knowledge and other taboo subjects. They have celebrated their freedom not only by their choice of subject matter but by relentless formal innovation. Our poems range from the tightly controlled (sonnets, sestinas, villanelles) to the wild and seemingly lawless (prose poems, spontaneous oratory), with plenty of room for ad hoc forms (a poem in the form of a codicil to a will, a poem that plays fast and loose with the period as a punctuation mark). The diversity on display has little in common with a sense of diversity based on demographic properties. It is rather a diversity of means, metaphors, visions, and voices, and it occurs in response to the common challenge facing the modern poet. “Originality no longer means a slight modification in the style of one’s immediate predecessors; it means a capacity to find in any work of any date or place a clue to finding one’s authentic voice,” Auden wrote. “The burden of choice and selection is put squarely upon the shoulders of each individual poet and it is a heavy one.” The writer’s burden, transmuted by the imagination, becomes the reader’s gift. It is the grace of art that it conceals the struggle that went into its making.

Harold Bloom was born in the Bronx in 1930. He is Sterling Professor of Humanities at Yale University and Berg Professor of English at New York University. In his first book, Shelley’s Mythmaking (1959), Bloom made a spirited case for a poet then out of favor with the academic critical establishment. His subsequent books include The Visionary Company (1961), The Anxiety of Influence (1973), A Map of Misreading (1975), Poetry and Repression (1976), and The Western Canon (1994). He has edited numerous volumes, including several hundred critical studies of major authors that appear under the Chelsea House imprint. Ruin the Sacred Truths (1989) presents the lectures Bloom delivered as the Charles Eliot Norton Professor at Harvard. In The Book of J (1990), Bloom speculated that the author of the oldest portions of the Hebrew Bible may have been a woman in the court of King Solomon. He has also written on religion in two other books, The American Religion (1992) and Omens of Millennium: The Gnosis of Angels, Dreams, and Resurrection (1996). Bloom, who has held a MacArthur Fellowship, is currently finishing a study of Shakespeare under the title Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human.
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They have the numbers; we, the heights.

My epigraph is from Thucydides and is spoken by the Spartan commander at Thermopylae. Culturally, we are at Thermopylae: the multi-culturalists, the hordes of camp-followers afflicted by the French diseases, the mock-feminists, the commissars, the gender-and-power freaks, the hosts of new historicists and old materialists—all stand below us. They will surge up and we may be overcome; our universities are already travesties, and our journalists parody our professors of “cultural studies.” For just a little while longer, we hold the heights, the realm of the aesthetic. There are still authentic poems being written in the United States. Elizabeth Bishop, May Swenson, and James Merrill are gone, but two great poets remain in John Ashbery and A. R. Ammons, and there are a score of contemporaries almost of their eminence. This anthology cannot assert that it contains all of the best poets and poems of the last decade. My charge was to select 75 poems out of 750, and not to look outside the volumes of this series. There is thus nothing here by Edgar Bowers in an older generation or by Henri Cole in the middle one, to mention just two poets whom I greatly admire. Nor would I suggest that all seventy-five poems I have chosen are going to be permanent achievements; I have made a heap of all the best I could find, where I was instructed to search. Nevertheless, there are poems here that should be perpetuated for future generations. These pass my personal test for the canonical: I have reread them with pleasure and with profit.

One of the ten volumes is not represented at all; I failed to discover more than an authentic poem or two in it. The series editor, David Lehman, kindly suggested some possibilities, but the poets involved had done better work elsewhere in these volumes. That 1996 anthology is one of the provocations for this introduction, since it seems to me a monumental representation of the enemies of the aesthetic who are in the act of overwhelming us. It is of a badness not to be believed, because it follows the criteria now operative: what matters most are the race, gender, sexual orientation, ethnic origin, and political purpose of the would-be poet. I ardently wish that I were being hyperbolical, but in fact I am exercising restraint, very difficult for a lifelong aesthete at the age of sixty-seven. One cannot expect every attempt at poetry to rival Chaucer and Shakespeare, Milton and Wordsworth, Whitman and Dickinson, Wallace Stevens and Hart Crane. But those poets, and their peers, set the measure: any who aspire to poetry must keep such exemplars always in mind. Sincerity, as the divine Oscar Wilde assured us, is not nearly enough to generate a poem. Bursting with sincerity, the 1996 volume is a Stuffed Owl of bad verse, and of much badness that is neither verse nor prose.

How could this have happened? The last thirty years of intellectual decline provide the answer: cultural guilt. Enthusiastic young men and women (and some of their middle-aged gurus) rushed forth in a Great Awakening of Rock Religion in the closing years of the 1960s. Their immediate provocation was the obscene American slaughter of the Vietnamese, but the Saturnalia that reigned for a few years, from Tokyo to Paris, quickly transcended the occasion. The epiphenomenon of the Revival went by soon enough, but it was clear to discerning spirits in 1968-70 that the consequences, though minimal for our capitalist society’s ruling powers, would be endless for any cognitive and aesthetic activities throughout the Western world. Robber barons, in all countries, were immune from the contamination of the New Enthusiasm. Nothing has changed, except perhaps for the worse, in our political and economic life. The true legatees of the mock-Revolution were Ronald Reagan and now his parody, Bill Clinton. The change, all but catastrophic, instead afflicted our intellectual, cultural, educational, and aesthetic spheres, in a kind of Creation-Fall. Robert Hughes has termed what was born “the Culture of Complaint,” whose hucksters—academic, journalistic, pseudo-artistic—I’ve named “the School of Resentment,” a rabblement of lemmings leaping off the cliffs into the waters of oblivion.

Perhaps none of this matters, since good poems continue to be written, printed, and sometimes even read (whether well or not, few seem to care). Yet it will matter to some young people, as once it did, when we went to the poets to make our souls, as Yeats said. My mind was formed by Blake and Hart Crane, and then by Wallace Stevens and Shelley. The uses of great poetry are manifold, provided that an educated readership survives. Criticism, both academic and journalistic (a distinction that now scarcely exists), is dying, mostly because the universities have replaced literary criticism by “cultural criticism,” a would-be social science. To survive, criticism would have to move outside the academy, but it certainly can find no home in the media. If what Walter Pater called “Aesthetic criticism” dies, then what he termed “Aesthetic poetry” must in time die also, since we will cease to know good from bad poetry. By “Aesthetic” in regard both to poetry and to criticism, Pater simply meant “authentic” or “good,” since he kept in mind always the Greek meaning of aesthesis: “perceptiveness.” If we lost all sense of the aesthetic, then we scarcely will see the difference between Emily Dickinson and Ella Wheeler Wilcox, or between John Ashbery and his weaker imitators.

Scolding the universities, or the media, is useless: enormous social pressures—that do not affect the people in general, or the Republican Congress and not very Democratic president the people elected—have been loosed upon institutions hopelessly vulnerable to cultural guilt. Every variety of “studies” at last will be housed: if sexual orientation is to be placed with race, ethnic group, and gender as sources of aesthetic and cognitive values, then why should we not have “Sado-Masochistic Studies,” in particular honor of the god of resentment, the late Michel Foucault? If there is a Homosexual Poetic, then why not a Poetics of Pain? If representation-by-category is to be the law of the universities, and of all those they influence, what “minority” is to be excluded? Shakespeare and Dante were European males; is that worth remarking? William Wordsworth invented modern poetry. I do not know whether the more than fifty poets I anthologize all have read Wordsworth, but if they haven’t, they have anyway, since all but a few write Wordsworthian poetry, in the broad sense. Even where they have ostensible subjects, almost all of the poems in this volume manifest Hazlitt’s characterization of Wordsworth’s work:

He takes a subject or a story merely as pegs or loops to hang thought and feeling on; the incidents are trifling, in proportion to his contempt for imposing appearances; the reflections are profound, according to the gravity and aspiring pretensions of his mind.

Hazlitt’s personal ambivalence toward Wordsworth is palpable, but so is the critic’s realization that Wordsworth had reinvented poetry. Yet nearly all current published criticism of Wordsworth and almost any class taught on him at our universities and colleges now actively condemn this greatest of all modern poets on political grounds, because he “betrayed” his early allegiance to the French Revolution! By our means test, Wordsworth cannot pass. So absurd have the professors become that I can see no way to salvage literary study except to abolish tenure. Tenure is an archaic survival anyway, but it becomes pernicious when faculties are crowded by thousands of ideologues, who resent Wordsworth even as they resent Shakespeare. When I was a young teacher of poetry at Yale, the English Romantic poets were Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, and Keats, as well as Blake and Shelley, whose place in the canon I helped restore. On hundreds of campuses now, these poets have to share attention with the “women Romantic poets”: Felicia Hemans, Laetitia Landon, Charlotte Smith, and Mary Tighe, among some others. These were, to understate, justly neglected verse writers, though superior to many in The Best American Poetry 1996. Anthologies of seventeenth-century English literature now give us, side by side with Donne, Ben Jonson, and Milton, a group including the Duchess of Newcastle, Lady Mary Chudleigh, Anne Killigrew, and the venerated Aphra Behn. I have seen my profession dying for over a quarter century now, and in another decade it may be dead. If its function is to appreciate and teach Laetitia Landon and Lady Mary Chudleigh, then the demise cannot come too soon.

One asks again: how could this have happened, and not just in the universities but in the publishing world and in the media? The New York Times essentially is now a countercultural newspaper. When Maya Angelou read a poem for Clinton’s first inauguration, the Times printed the text, a monument of sincerity, and in an editorial praised this effusion for its “Whitmanian amplitudes.” Recently, one of the Times rock critics proclaimed our contemporary Mozart to be the glyph formerly known as Prince. Literary satire is impossible when the Times exceeds Nathanael West and Terry Southern in outrageousness. If all aesthetic and cognitive standards are abandoned by professors and journalists alike, then the tradition of American poetry can survive only by a profound inward turning.

Walt Whitman was not only the strongest of our poets (together with the highly antithetical Emily Dickinson), but he is also now the most betrayed of all our poets, with so much of the ongoing ideological balderdash being preached in his name. Whitman’s poetry generally does the opposite of what he proclaims its work to be: it is reclusive, evasive, hermetic, nuanced, and more onanistic even than homoerotic, which critics cannot accept, particularly these days when attempts are made to assimilate the Self-Reliant Whitman into what calls itself the Homosexual Poetic. If we are to have gay and lesbian studies, who will speak for Onan, whose bards include Whitman and the Goethe of Faust, Part Two? The most figurative of all our poets, Whitman will elude every effort to entrap him in an ideology. As elitist a democrat as his master Emerson, Whitman continues with his ideas of representation to outwit his historicizing and eroticizing critics. The crucial figure in Whitman is neither his self—Walt Whitman, one of the roughs, an American—nor his soul, but “the real me” or “me myself,” a conceptual image that prophesies Wallace Stevens, T. S. Eliot, and particularly John Ashbery:

Apart from the pulling and hauling stands what I am,
Stands amused, complacent, compassionating, idle, unitary,
Looks down, is erect, bends an arm on an impalpable certain rest,
Looks with its sidecurved head curious what will come next,
Both in and out of the game, and watching and wondering at it.

That Whitmanian “what I am,” his “real me” or “me myself,” is both an inspiration to strong American poetry after him and a reproach to the cultural and erotic dogmas now circulated in his great name. It is no accident that the best American poets who have emerged from Whitman—sometimes insisting that they owed him nothing—are formalists, major artists of verse: Stevens, Eliot, Hart Crane, and even Ashbery when at his most gravely traditional. Cast out the aesthetic, and you cast away Whitman, who was a major poet and a poor prophet, and who was, above all else, a very difficult poet, whose synecdoches do not unravel without very frequent rereadings. Authentic American poetry is necessarily difficult; it is our elitist art, though that elite has nothing to do with social class, gender, erotic preference, ethnic strain, race, or sect. “We live in the mind,” Stevens said, and our poetry always is either Emersonian or anti-Emersonian, but either way is informed by Emerson’s dialectics of power:

Life will be imaged, but cannot be divided nor doubled. Any invasion of its unity would be chaos. The soul is not twin-born, but the only begotten, and though revealing itself as child in time, child in appearance, is of a fatal and universal power, admitting no co-life. Every day, every act betrays the ill-concealed deity. We believe in ourselves, as we do not believe in others. We permit all things to ourselves, and that which we call sin in others, is experiment for us. It is an instance of our faith in ourselves, that men never speak of crime as lightly as they think: or, every man thinks a latitude safe for himself, which is nowise to be indulged to another. The act looks very differently on the inside, and on the outside; in its quality, and its consequences. Murder in the murderer is no such ruinous thought as poets and romancers will have it; it does not unsettle him, or fright him from his ordinary notice of trifles: it is an act quite easy to be contemplated, but in its sequel, it turns out to be a horrible jangle and confounding all relations. Especially the crimes that spring from love, seem right and fair from the actor’s point of view, but, when acted, are found destructive of society. No man at last believes that he can be lost, nor that the crime in him is as black as in the felon. Because the intellect qualifies in our own case the moral judgments. For there is no crime to the intellect. That is antinomian or hypernomian, and judges law as well as fact.

That does not allow any room for the false generosity of any Affirmative Action in the judging of poetry. Printing, praising, and teaching bad poems for the sake of even the best causes is simply destructive for those causes. “We believe in ourselves, as we do not believe in others” is a truth that makes us wince, but no one ever can write a good poem without it. Tony Kushner, who could be a great playwright but for his obsession with the ideologies of political correctness, ought to ponder Emerson’s “Experience,” from which I have just quoted. Every attempt to socialize writing and reading fails; poetry is a solitary art, more now than ever, and its proper audience is the deeply educated, solitary reader, or that reader sitting within herself in a theater.

It was inevitable that the School of Resentment would do its most destructive damage to the reading, staging, and interpretation of Shakespeare, whose eminence is the ultimate demonstration of the autonomy of the aesthetic. Cultural poeticians, ostensible feminists, sub-Marxists, and assorted would-be Parisians have given us French Shakespeare, who never wrote a line but instead sat in a tavern while all the “social energies” of early modern Europe pulsated into his quill and created Hamlet, Falstaff, Iago, and Cleopatra, with little aid from that mere funnel, the Man from Stratford. It has not been explained (at least to me) just why the social energies favored Shakespeare over Thomas Middleton or John Marston or George Chapman or whoever, but this remarkable notion totally dominates today’s academic study of Shakespeare. First, Paris told us that language did the thinking and writing for us, but then Foucault emerged, and Shakespeare went from being language’s serf to society’s minion. No longer can we speak of the best writer—Auden’s Top Bard—and if Shakespeare recedes, why call a volume The Best American Poetry? Certainly the 1996 volume should have been retitled The Most Socially Energetic American Poetry, and if I were not Bloom Brontosaurus, an amiable dinosaur, we could have called this book The Most Socially Energetic of the Socially Energetic. The madness that contaminates our once high culture cannot be cured unless and until we surrender our more than Kafkan sense that social guilt is not to be doubted. Nothing can be more malignant than a disease of the spirit that sincerely regards itself as virtue.

Shakespeare, precisely because he is the only authentic multicultural writer, demonstrated that our modish multiculturalism is a lie, a mask for mediocrity and for the thought-control academic police, the Gestapo of our campuses. Each time I make the mistake of glancing at the Yale Weekly Bulletin, I shudder to see that the dean of Yale College has appointed yet another subdean to minister to the supposed cultural interests of another identity club: ethnic, racial, linguistic, with gender and erotic subsets. Shakespeare, performed and read in every country (with the sporadic exception of France, most xenophobic of cultures), is judged by audiences of every race and language to have put them upon the stage. Shakespeare’s power has nothing to do with Eurocentrism, maleness, Christianity, or Elizabethan-Jacobean social energies. No one else so combined cognitive strength, originality, dramatic guile, and linguistic florabundance as virtually to reinvent the human, and Shakespeare is therefore the best battlefield upon which to fight the rabblement of Resenters. Our multiculturalists are reductionists; the 1996 volume actually is asserting: “Our bad poets are just as good as your bad poets.” Shakespeare, pragmatically the true multiculturalist, is the least reductive of all writers; his men and women never invite us to believe that when we know the worst about them, then we know exactly who they are. Emerson, in Representative Men, caught this best:

Shakespeare is as much out of the category of eminent authors, as he is out of the crowd. He is inconceivably wise; the others, conceivably. A good reader can, in a sort, nestle into Plato’s brain, and think from thence; but not into Shakespeare’s. We are still out of doors. For executive faculty, for creation, Shakespeare is unique. No man can imagine it better. He was the farthest reach of subtlety compatible with an individual self,—the subtilest of authors, and only just within the possibility of authorship. With this wisdom of life, is the equal endowment of imaginative and of lyric power. He clothed the creatures of his legend with form and sentiments, as if they were people who had lived under his roof; and few real men have left such distinct characters as these fictions. And they spoke in language as sweet as it was fit. Yet his talents never seduced him into an ostentation, nor did he harp on one string. An omnipresent humanity coordinates all his faculties. Give a man of talents a story to tell, and his partiality will presently appear. He has certain observations, opinions, topics, which have some accidental prominence, and which he disposes all to exhibit. He crams this part, and starves that other part, consulting not the fitness of the thing, but his fitness and strength. But Shakespeare has no peculiarity, no importunate topic; but all is duly given; no veins, no curiosities: no cow-painter, no bird-fancier, no mannerist is he: he has no discoverable egotism: the great he tells greatly; the small, subordinately. He is wise without emphasis or assertion; he is strong, as nature is strong, who lifts the land into mountain slopes without effort, and by the same rule as she floats a bubble in the air, and likes as well to do the one as the other. This makes that equality of power in farce, tragedy, narrative, and love-songs; a merit so incessant, that each reader is incredulous of the perception of other readers.

If this be Bardolatry, then let us have more of it, for it may be the only medicine that can cure us of the French blight that afflicts our culture and our academies. It is no accident that poetry is the principal victim of the decline and fall of our literature faculties. Almost no one these days is taught how to read a poem; there are very few who know how to instruct in that difficult art of interpretation, and the going ideologies distrust poetry anyway. How do you politicize this?

All day within the dreamy house,
The doors upon their hinges creak’d;
The blue fly sung in the pane; the mouse
Behind the mouldering wainscot shriek’d,
Or from the crevice peer’d about.
Old faces glimmer’d thro’ the doors,
Old footsteps trod the upper floors,
Old voices called her from without.

She only said, “My life is dreary,
He cometh not,” she said;
She wept, “I am aweary, aweary,
I would that I were dead!”

The sparrow’s chirrup on the roof,
The slow clock ticking, and the sound
Which to the wooing wind aloof
The poplar made, did all confound
Her sense; but most she loathed the hour
When the thick-moted sunbeam lay
Athwart the chambers, and the day
Was sloping toward his western bower.

Then she said, “I am very dreary,
He will not come,” she said;
She wept, “I am aweary, aweary,
O God, that I were dead!”

It is ironical that, in this bad time, American poetry is of a higher quality than our criticism or teaching of poetry. Four major poets who appear in this book—Elizabeth Bishop, James Merrill, Amy Clampitt, and the still undervalued May Swenson—are gone, yet there are poems here by Ashbery, Ammons, and at least a dozen others that I think will endure, if only we can maintain a continuity of aesthetic appreciation and cognitive understanding that more or less prevailed from Emerson until the later 1960s, but that survives only in isolated pockets. While it is true that several of the greatest American poets—Whitman, Dickinson, Stevens, Hart Crane—had either no or little authentic critical response during their lifetimes, they at least did not have to endure a cultural situation fundamentally hostile to aesthetic and cognitive standards of judgment. I marvel at the courage and desperate faith of our best younger poets, who have to withstand the indifference or hostility not just of society in general, but also of the supposed defenders of poetry, who now will advocate it only as an instrument of social change. If you urge political responsibilities upon a poet, then you are asking her to prefer to poetry what can destroy her poem. Emily Dickinson had the inner freedom to rethink everything for herself and so achieved a cognitive originality as absolute as William Blake’s. She had economic and social advantages that Walt Whitman did not enjoy, yet like Whitman she did not have to confront ideological persuasions either irrelevant or inimical to aesthetic ambitions. Wallace Stevens could take for granted the autonomy of the aesthetic; how would Harmonium otherwise have been possible, or Hart Crane’s first volume, White Buildings? I write this introduction out of the conviction that a literary critic has no political responsibilities, as a critic. My obligation is only to help (if that I can) make it possible for another Elizabeth Bishop or May Swenson or James Merrill to develop without being impeded by ideological demands. I am more than aware that the Resenters speak constantly of “the ideology of the aesthetic” and of “the Romantic ideology,” but that is simply a playing with loaded dice. The only pragmatic aesthetic I know is that some poems intrinsically are better than others, while Romanticism, as I apprehend it, is a discipline in sensibility and in perception.

In his essay “Politics,” Emerson provides a spark for these times:

It makes no difference how many tons weight of atmosphere presses on our heads, so long as the same pressure resists it within the lungs. Augment the mass a thousand fold; it cannot begin to crush us, as long as reaction is equal to action.

The Resenters prate of power, as they do of race and gender: these are careerist stratagems and have nothing to do with the insulted and injured, whose lives will not be improved by our reading the bad verses of those who assert that they are the oppressed. Our schools as much as our universities are given away to these absurdities: replacing Julius Caesar by The Color Purple is hardly a royal road to enlightenment. A country where television, movies, computers, and Stephen King have replaced reading is already in acute danger of cultural collapse. That danger is dreadfully augmented by our yielding education to the ideologues whose deepest resentment is of poetry itself. What John Hollander remarks of Whitman—“The poetry, like its title, looks easy and proves hard”—is true of almost all great or very good poets. But there, I hope, will be one of the crucial uses for us of the best American poems: more than ever before, our situation needs aesthetic and cognitive difficulty. The mock poetry of Resentment looks easy and proves easy; unlike Whitman, it lacks mind. When I think of the American poets of this century whom I myself love best, I begin always with Wallace Stevens and with Hart Crane. Stevens subtly gives us what he calls “the hum of thoughts evaded in the mind,” and Crane urges us to the most difficult transcendence ever visualized by any American poet. Their heirs, including Elizabeth Bishop, Merrill, Ashbery, and Ammons, have carried forward this mingled legacy of thoughts available to us only in poems, and yearnings made palpable only in complex imaginings. Mastery of metaphor and power of thinking are the true merits of the best American poetry of our time. I give the last words here to the sacred Emerson, from his Whitman-inspiring essay “The Poet,” where the freedom of poetry is ascribed to “tropes” and to “thought”:

The poets are thus liberating gods. The ancient British bards had for the title of their order, “Those who are free throughout the world.” They are free, and they make us free. An imaginative book renders us much more service at first, by stimulating us through its tropes, than afterward, when we arrive at the precise sense of the author. I think nothing is of any value in books, excepting the transcendental and extraordinary. If a man is inflamed and carried away by his thought, to that degree that he forgets the authors and the public, and heeds only this one dream, which holds him like an insanity, let me read his paper, and you may have all the arguments and histories and criticism. All the value which attaches to Pythagoras, Paracelsus, Cornelius Agrippa, Cardan, Kepler, Swedenborg, Schelling, Oken, or any other who introduces questionable facts into his cosmogony, as angels, devils, magic, astrology, palmistry, mesmerism, and so on, is the certificate we have of departure from routine, and that here is a new witness. That also is the best success in conversation, the magic of liberty, which puts the world, like a ball, in our hands. How cheap even the liberty then seems; how mean to study, when an emotion communicates to the intellect the power to sap and upheave nature: how great the perspective! nations, times, systems, enter and disappear, like threads in a tapestry of large figure and many colors; dream delivers us to dream, and, while the drunkenness lasts, we will sell our bed, our philosophy, our religion, in our opulence.
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Dance Mania
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In 1027, not far from Bernburg,
eighteen peasants were seized
by a common delusion.
Holding hands, they circled for hours
in a churchyard, haunted by visions,
spirits whose names they called in terror or welcome,
until an angry priest cast a spell on them
for disrupting his Christmas service,
and they sank into the frozen earth
up to their knees. In 1227
on a road to Darmstadt, scores of children
danced and jumped in a shared delirium.
Some saw devils, others the Savior enthroned
in the open heavens. Those who survived
remained palsied for the rest of their days.
And in 1278, two hundred fanatics raved on a bridge
that spanned the Mosel near Koblenz.
A cleric passed carrying the host
to a devout parishioner, the bridge collapsed,
and the maniacs were swept away.
A hundred years later, in concert with
The Great Mortality, armies of dancers
roved in contortions all over Europe.
The clergy found them immune to exorcism,
gave in to their wishes and issued
decrees banning all but square-toed shoes,
the zealots having declared they hated
pointed ones. They disliked even more
the color red, suggesting
a connection between their malady
and the condition of certain infuriated
animals. Most of all they could not endure
the sight of people weeping.
The Swiss doctor Paracelsus was the first to call
the Church’s theories of enchantment
nonsensical gossip. Human life is inseparable
from the life of the universe, he said.
Anybody’s mortal clay is an extract
of all beings previously created. Illness
can be traced, he said,
to the failure of the Archaeus, a force
residing in the stomach and whose function
is to harmonize the mystic elements (salt,
sulphur, mercury) on which vitality depends.
He advocated direct measures, proposed remedies
fitting the degree of the affliction.
A patient could make a wax doll of himself,
invest his sins and blasphemies within the manikin,
then burn it with no further ceremony.
He could subject himself to ice-water baths,
or submit to starvation in solitary confinement.
Noted for his arrogance, vanity
and choler (his real name was Theophrastus Bombast
von Hohenheim), Paracelsus made enemies.
They discovered he held no academic degree
and caused him to be banished from Basle,
to become a wanderer who would die mysteriously
at the White Horse Inn in Salzburg in 1541.
After a drunken orgy, said one report.
The victim of thugs hired by jealous apothecaries,
said another. And the dance mania
found its own way through time to survive
among us, as untouched as ever by the wisdom of science.
Think of the strange, magnetic sleep
whole populations fall into every day,
in gymnasiums full of pounding darkness,
in the ballrooms of exclusive hotels,
on verandahs overlooking the ocean and played upon
by moonlight, in backyards, on the perfect lawns
of great estates, on city rooftops, in any brief field
the passing tourist sees as empty—
how many millions of us now, the living
and the dead, hand in hand as always,
approaching the brink of the millennium.
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Anxiety’s Prosody

[image: Image]

A. R. AMMONS
[image: Image]

Anxiety clears meat chunks out of the stew, carrots, takes
the skimmer to floats of greasy globules and with cheesecloth

filters the broth, looking for the transparent, the colorless
essential, the unbeginning and unending of consommé: the

open anxiety breezes through thick conceits, surface congestions
(it likes metaphors deep-lying, out of sight, their airs misting

up into, lighting up consciousness, unidentifiable presences),
it distills consonance and assonance, glottal thickets, brush

clusters, it thins the rhythms, rushing into longish gaits, more
distance in less material time: it hates clots, its stump-fires

level fields: patience and calm define borders and boundaries,
hedgerows, and sharp whirls: anxiety burns instrumentation

matterless, assimilates music into motion, sketches the high
suasive turnings, mild natures tangled still in knotted clumps.
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Garbage
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I

Creepy little creepers are insinuatingly
curling up my spine (bringing the message)

saying, Boy!, are you writing that great poem
the world’s waiting for: don’t you know you

have an unaccomplished mission unaccomplished;
someone somewhere may be at this very moment

dying for the lack of what W. C. Williams says
you could (or somebody could) be giving: yeah?

so, these messengers say, what do you
mean teaching school (teachingpoetry and

poetry writing and wasting your time painting
sober little organic, meaningful pictures)

when values thought lost (but only scrambled into
disengagement) lie around demolished

and centerless because you (that’s me, boy)
haven’t elaborated everything in everybody’s

face, yet: on the other hand (I say to myself,
receiving the messengers and cutting them down)

who has done anything or am I likely to do
anything the world won’t twirl without: and

since SS’s enough money (I hope) to live
from now on on in elegance and simplicity—

or, maybe, just simplicity—why shouldn’t I
at my age (63) concentrate on chucking the

advancements and rehearsing the sweetnesses of
leisure, nonchalance, and small-time byways: couple
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