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Praise for The Best American Poetry

“Each year, a vivid snapshot of what a distinguished poet finds exciting, fresh, and memorable: and over the years, as good a comprehensive overview of contemporary poetry as there can be.”

—Robert Pinsky

“The Best American Poetry series has become one of the mainstays of the poetry publication world. For each volume, a guest editor is enlisted to cull the collective output of large and small literary journals published that year to select seventy-five of the year’s ‘best’ poems. The guest editor is also asked to write an introduction to the collection, and the anthologies would be indispensable for these essays alone; combined with [David] Lehman’s ‘state-of-poetry’ forewords and the guest editors’ introductions, these anthologies seem to capture the zeitgeist of the current attitudes in American poetry.”

—Academy of American Poets

“A high volume of poetic greatness . . . in all of these volumes . . . there is brilliance, there is innovation, there are surprises.”

—The Villager

“A year’s worth of the very best!”

—People

“A preponderance of intelligent, straightforward poems.”

—Booklist

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

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

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

—Chicago Tribune

“An essential purchase.”

—The Washington Post
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David Lehman was born in New York City. Educated at Stuyvesant High School and Columbia University, he spent two years as a Kellett Fellow at Clare College, Cambridge, and worked as Lionel Trilling’s research assistant upon his return from England. He is the author of nine books of poetry, including New and Selected Poems (2013), When a Woman Loves a Man (2005), The Daily Mirror (2000), and Valentine Place (1996), all from Scribner. He is the editor of The Oxford Book of American Poetry (Oxford, 2006) and Great American Prose Poems: From Poe to the Present (Scribner, 2003), among other collections. Two prose books appeared in 2015: The State of the Art: A Chronicle of American Poetry, 1988–2014 (Pittsburgh), comprising all the forewords he has written for The Best American Poetry, and Sinatra’s Century: One Hundred Notes on the Man and His World (HarperCollins). A Fine Romance: Jewish Songwriters, American Songs (Nextbook/Schocken) won the Deems Taylor Award from the American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers (ASCAP) in 2010. He teaches in the graduate writing program of The New School and lives in New York City and in Ithaca, New York.
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by David Lehman
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When you write an annual column for nearly three decades, you may, in effect, be writing a book in discontinuous increments. But you’re not necessarily conscious of it. You don’t consult the previous year’s report before writing the present one, so when you put them together and reread the lot, you’re likely to be in for a few surprises.

In 2015 the twenty-nine “forewords” that had appeared to date in The Best American Poetry were gathered in The State of the Art: A Chronicle of American Poetry, 1988–2014 and published by the University of Pittsburgh Press. Rereading the pieces in consecutive order, I was struck not only by unconscious repetitions (Wordsworth on pleasure and the formation of poetic taste, “abundance” as the defining trait of American poetry, W. H. Auden’s observations, Oscar Wilde’s paradoxes) but also, for example, by my evident partiality for the “not only/but also” rhetorical formula.

My pet peeves never let me down. I seem always to have been aghast at ad hoc pronouncements that pass for critical judgments and can rarely let it go unremarked when somebody lowers the limbo bar even in the act of elegizing some aspect of the poetry he despises. The December 2014 issue of The Atlantic provided a perfect illustration: a piece by James Parker lamenting, in the year of the Welsh poet’s centenary, the loss of Dylan Thomas. The article’s title states the theme: “The Last Rock-Star Poet.”1 As the last of that Bardic breed, Thomas (Parker says) was worthy of our attention if not our unequivocal acclaim—except that as a poet he didn’t amount to all that much. In Parker’s words, “ ‘Fern Hill’ is gloop; ‘Do not go gentle into that good night’ is inferior Yeats.” That sentence, those judgments, are backed up by nothing. They are not even discussed, let alone substantiated, explained, argued. They are merely stated as if they were beyond dispute—articles of received wisdom elevated to self-evident propositions. I wondered whether the writer had taken the time to reread “Fern Hill” or was he merely, as was possible, revolted by the memory of a younger version of himself, who had a deep crush on Thomas, having been smitten, as he admits, by “the charm of the man, the charm of the boy, the shock-headed cherub-troll who’d come waddling down to London from Swansea with a cigarette between his lips and a brown beer bottle in his pocket.”

“Fern Hill” is a full-throated evocation of Edenic innocence, a Romantic recollection of an enchanted boyhood in the tradition variously exemplified by Thomas Traherne in the latter half of the seventeenth century and Wordsworth a century later. I like quoting the last three lines of the poem because they reach for the highest notes available in bringing this elegy for youth to a close:

Oh as I was young and easy in the mercy of his means,

Time held me green and dying

Though I sang in my chains like the sea.

Is it possible that these lines make The Atlantic writer gag (“gloop”) precisely because they are so rich and so affecting and because such qualities are as outmoded as neckties? The sheer passion of the writing; the artful repetition of key phrases introduced earlier (“young and easy,” “Time” as a divine agent); the complexity of the final utterance, a subordinate clause that surpasses the main clause in its lyricism; the arresting simile at the very end—there is wizardry here, and wonderment, a sense of the natural sublime.

As for “Do not go gentle into that good night,” to dismiss Thomas’s famous villanelle as “inferior Yeats” is a pedantry, and a false one. Use Yeats as your standard, and few poets shall ’scape whipping. But for the record Yeats did not write villanelles, and the effects Thomas achieves in “Do not go gentle” are not those that the Irish poet was after. In the face of his father’s imminent demise, Thomas used the constrictive form dialectically, to discipline his feelings and to apply a restraint on his fountain of imagery and linguistic genius. The poem’s second stanza attests to the power that he achieved through the use of the strict form:

Though wise men at their end know dark is right,

Because their words had forked no lightning they

Do not go gentle into that good night.

This is not a brand of poetry that would please the British poets of ironic understatement who chose Hardy as a master and whose greatest practitioner is Larkin. But it is a sterling example of Thomas’s method, which (he wrote in a letter) was to let one image “breed another, let that image contradict the first, make, of the third image bred out of the other two together, a fourth contradictory image, and let them all, within my imposed formal limits, conflict.” The method is at the service of something that can never stay out of fashion for long: the heroic note, defiance in the face of mortality.

Instant dismissal of greatness goes together with a second thing that reliably gets a rise out of me, the glorification of dumbness in American culture. A generously funded study indicates that there is a correlation between the elimination of course requirements and widespread ignorance of American history, civics, our government and economic structures. Although you might expect to see such a revelation in a satirical weekly, it gets half a page of a daily newspaper noted for its sobriety. Some readers may wonder whether we really need focus groups, task forces, or in this case a commissioned study to reveal what anecdotal evidence provides in abundance—or perhaps this academic exercise in stating the obvious itself lends credence to the argument. In any case, if you wanted the veneer of pseudo-scientific authority that only statistics can confer, you are now entitled to say that most college students do not know the length of a congressman’s term, the meaning and purpose of the Emancipation Proclamation, or the name of the Revolutionary War general in charge of American forces at Yorktown.2

As if to signal its opposition to grade inflation—another villain in parables about the decline of an informed citizenry—the American Council of Trustees and Alumni has issued grades to universities and colleges. Both Wesleyan University, whose president has written in passionate defense of the humanities, and Brown University, that bastion of exclusive progressivism, were among the ninety-eight institutions that flunked. Fewer than one in five graduates of F-rated schools will have been required to take a class in American history. Even fewer will have been asked to study a foreign language or Economics 101. As one who loved his Columbia education, with its strong core requirements, it pains me that our graduates know less, and are expected to know less, than their counterparts in previous generations. It is as though the entire teaching profession has adopted a version of magical thinking that allows everyone to spin off the responsibility. But this I know: A lack of conviction in what you are teaching spells disaster. As Magdalena Kay writes: “Our current sense of crisis is partly a crisis of faith in what we are teaching, not just in how we are teaching it.”3 Kay quotes Christopher Lasch, prophet of The Culture of Narcissism: “When elders make no demands on the young, they make it almost impossible for the young to grow up.”

Poetry may be the enchanted childhood, the “farm forever fled” in Dylan Thomas’s ode to a lost paradise. But poetry is also an essential part of adulthood, and adulthood a more serious state of mind and being than an adolescence idealized by an eighteenth-century savant. I will continue to speak up for such allegedly outmoded things as canonical books, the study of Western culture and modern thought, the concept of genius, the value of the memorization and recital of verse, the sustaining power of the imagination, and the privileged status of the aesthetic considered apart from all political considerations. To an extent I believe that the attachment to such cultural values puts one in opposition to the worship of handheld gadgetry. I will always favor the physical book, but it would be foolish to deny a changing actuality—and the benefits that come with it. While I don’t find it natural to read, say, George Meredith’s Modern Love online, I am glad this formerly hard-to-find sequence of poems is available there, and I believe, moreover, that it is useless to resist advances in technological efficiency. The medium may not be the message but it alters the ground conditions of its being.

The idea of using social media as a channel for poetry has its attractions. Robert Wilson, editor of The American Scholar, initiated “Next Line, Please” on the magazine’s website and asked me to serve as quizmaster and prompt-maker. Since we began the weekly challenges in May 2014, we crowd-sourced a rhymed sonnet over the course of fifteen weeks; we then had competitions for best haiku, tanka, anagram, limerick, sestina, completion of a fragment by Emily Dickinson, opening and closing sentences of imaginary novels. Among my favorites was the one we devoted to couplets. Each entry had to have “fall” as an end-word, with the result that seven of the couplets, when combined, fulfilled the requirements of two forms—the ghazal and the sonnet, or what Mariam Zafar dubbed the “ghazal sonnet.” Here’s what we came up with:

The better the book, the longer the farewell,

the leaves in amber as their shadows fall.

With a red gold fire raining down, we fall

in love. The lonely branches sprawling tall,

We lug the red-leaf-laden tarp like pall-

bearers to curbs for trucks to haul away our fall.

Of all sad leaves that curl and fall,

the red are those I must recall.

My austral spring belies your boreal fall;

you burn brown leaves and dismiss my call.

On the yellow brick road to Damascus St. Paul took a fall,

as did Bogart in To Have and Have Not upon meeting Bacall.

Popeye chuckled and scratched his balls: on the wall

he scrawled, “Explore the mall in the reddening fall.”

The authors were Bruce Bond, Katie Naoum, Leonard Kress, Lawrence Epstein, Diana (no last name given), Terence Winch, and John Tranter (channeling John Ashbery).

“Next Line, Please” was just one of several online verse initiatives that got started in 2014. The New York Times launched “The New Verse News” in December 2014. Poets were approached and asked to contribute a poem based on their reading of the day’s newspaper. I was invited, and on Monday the 22nd, I wrote a poem based on the front-page article “Accusers and the Accused, Crossing Paths at Columbia” by Ariel Kaminer. This well-researched piece about tensions on the campus of my alma mater made me ponder the conflicts revealed and the mysteries stated but unsolved.4 Lifting whole phrases from the article, I wrote this:

Accusers and the Accused, Crossing Paths at Columbia

False reports of rape are rare.

The accused rapist, an architecture student from Germany, said

“My mother raised me as a feminist.”

He supports equal rights for women.

Three women have accused him of “intimate partner violence.”

One accuser takes a bed with her wherever she goes

Which doubles as her senior thesis

And, in October, students at more than 100 colleges

Carried a mattress or pillow to dramatize the crisis

Of sexual assault on campus.

The president said “law and the principles of academic freedom

And at the same time protecting the rights of all.”

The man in the watch cap sits on the steps of Low Library.

He said it didn’t happen.

Most of his friends dropped him

Last year when Ms. Sulkowicz—

Or when the Spectator published his name.

Campus hearings have a lower burden of proof

Than criminal trials and he said he was not allowed.

But she did not press criminal charges.

None of them would ever get over it.

Though I did little more than rearrange choice parts of the article, making a few changes in wording and adding the final line, the editor in charge of “New Verse News” informed me that the paper’s “top editors along with the lawyers” decided against running the poem “given the sensitivities involved.” The subject was too hot to handle in a poem. The decision surprised me, because my poem did not strike me as either particularly provocative or deliberately offensive. Maybe, I mused, the editors thought the poem was boring. But a wise friend countered that if it had been boring, the paper would have unhesitatingly posted it. No, I am afraid that the key words were “lawyers” and “sensitivities.” The lesson, so far as I can see, is that what is acceptable in a fact-checked newspaper article becomes dangerous, or potentially dangerous, in a poem—even if the poem is absolutely faithful to the facts as reported. A poem is not a straightforward article; its meaning is not self-evident; it can be ambiguous, and if it is, it is dangerous, the more so at a time when the “sensitivities” of special-interest groups play a decisive part in limiting free speech on campus and everywhere else. From the newspaper’s point of view, there was only a downside in posting my poem. They had wanted something harmless, or funny, or “poetic,” not anything that could stir up emotions about such timely campus subjects as rape and sexual assault, “yes means yes” contracts preceding the consummation of an affair, the rights of the accused in rape cases, the effects on the accusers, the artwork as a substitute for a conventional “senior thesis,” the way language reflects these tensions, the resort to platitudes by the university leadership.

I do not want to inflate the importance of my poem’s fate. In journalism these things happen all the time. But a larger problem bedevils us: the problem of censorship and self-censorship. In 2014 hackers purportedly on hire from North Korea made a cyber raid on the electronic coffers of Sony Pictures. The hack attack was sparked by the studio’s intention to release a broad comedy starring Seth Rogen and James Franco as a pair of journalists who are recruited to assassinate the leader of North Korea. It resulted in much egg on the face and a big hole in Sony’s pocketbook. But the violation of Sony’s cyberspace also delivered an unsubtle threat. Theater chains in the United States refused to book The Interview, not because it was a lousy film but out of fear that some madman might bring an AK-47 to the mall and mow down customers. Sony withdrew the picture; President Obama rebuked Sony and promised to retaliate for the act of “cyber vandalism,” and the leader of North Korea labeled our president a “monkey.” For a while George Clooney couldn’t get anywhere with a petition urging solidarity with the makers of the movie, and though the film was released in the end, if only in a limited way, what bothered fans of the First Amendment was how quickly and instinctively we and our institutions cave in to the demands of dictators, even those of the tinpot variety.

The willingness to button up our lips does nothing to deter such shocking assaults on free expression as the homicidal attack on the editors, staff, and cartoonists of Charlie Hebdo in Paris on January 7, 2015. The satirical weekly that held nothing sacred, not even Charles de Gaulle, exists within a French tradition of caustic satire, brazen caricature, and principled impertinence. It has waged a war of wits with the forces of militant Islam. Back in November 2011, the magazine had had the unmitigated gall of mocking sharia [in French charia], religious rule based on ancient Muslim principles unmodified by anything resembling a Reformation, an Enlightenment, or an Ecumenical Council. The cartoon on the cover of the issue entitled Charia Hebdo threatened “100 lashes if you don’t die laughing!”5 Five years earlier, the weekly reprinted the Danish cartoons of Mohammad that had aroused the ire of cutthroat jihadists. Surprisingly many publications in America and abroad did not have the guts to do so. The editors of Charlie Hebdo, including the legendary figures known as “Charb” (Stephane Charbonnier) and “Cabu” (Jean Cabut), were among the twelve individuals killed in the attack of January 7. For the right to say what they thought they paid with their lives.

On the very night that the Paris massacre dominated the news waves, with Parisians in the streets holding up signs saying “Je Suis Charlie,” I heard a New York Times columnist go on CNN and tell newscaster Don Lemon that “We in journalism should try to avoid giving offense.” It struck me as a very odd thing for him to say. Isn’t giving offense, provoking discussion, stirring the pot, airing your views, part of the deal? A former press secretary to President Obama drew a distinction to the effect that while the press has the right to insult a religious leader, it may show bad judgment to wave a red flag in the eye of a stampeding bull. This is too halfhearted a defense of the freedom of speech and press, both of them under constant assault. In contrast, consider what “Charb” said, paraphrasing a line sometimes attributed to Emiliano Zapata, hero of the Mexican Revolution: “I’d rather die on my feet than live on my knees.”

*  *  *

Sherman Alexie is writing the best poetry of his life. That is my opinion, but I am not alone in holding it. Sherman’s work was chosen for the last four editions of The Best American Poetry: by Kevin Young (2011), Mark Doty (2012), Denise Duhamel (2013), and Terrance Hayes (2014), in addition to his inclusion in The Best of the Best retrospective volume that Robert Pinsky edited in 2013. Alexie mixes colloquial diction and formal virtuosity; he uses forms—a narrative sequence of numbered sentences, a prose sonnet, a ghazal—to restrain and paradoxically to accentuate the power of raw emotion that his poems deliver.

Sherman’s reputation goes far beyond the precincts of verse. He is celebrated for his fiction—The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven. His prose has won him PEN prizes and a National Book Award. Smoke Signals, the movie he wrote, won accolades at the 1995 Sundance Festival. Just recently Time magazine rated The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian as the “all-time” top young adult book above Harry Potter, Charlotte’s Web, The Phantom Tollbooth, and Judy Blume.6

But poetry has a special place in Alexie’s prolific portfolio. It can be said of Sherman that poetry saved his life. An alcoholic trying to recover control, he went off the wagon on March 11, 1991. He binged; he behaved badly. But it was the last time he has had a drink. The next day he went to the mailbox and found a letter from Dick Lourie of Hanging Loose Press accepting a manuscript of Alexie’s poems for publication. “There was a sign,” Sherman says.

Sherman undertook the task of editing this volume with great zest and he devoted himself tirelessly to scanning online journals, more of which are represented this year than ever before. In fact, more poems were chosen from the Academy of American Poets Poem-a-Day feature, skillfully edited by Alex Dimitrov, than from any other source. More magazines are represented altogether; fewer poems come from wide-circulation journals or expected places. The spirit of democracy on display is nevertheless not inconsistent with the search for literary excellence.

There are those who expect our “hyphenated” poets to write obsessively or even exclusively about their identity and to demonstrate a degree of social responsibility to the group they represent. But Sherman’s poetry rebuffs this patronizing expectation. A Spokane/Coeur d’Alene tribal member, Sherman grew up on a reservation and he has, as a result, a fertile source of subject matter. But his aim is to write good poems, not to represent a tribe, and he brings to his writing the exemplary qualities of intelligence and humor. Jessica Chapel of The Atlantic remarked that Alexie’s characters wonder “what it means to be an Indian, what they are told it means to be an Indian, and how to present themselves as Indians both to whites and other Indians.” Then the reporter asked the author: “Is this struggle or uncertainty endemic to the American Indian experience?”

“It’s endemic to everybody’s experience,” Alexie replied. “I think we’re all struggling with our identity. Literature is all about the search for identity, regardless of the ethnicity. Southern, New Yorker, black, white, Asian, immigrant—everyone’s trying to find a sense of belonging. In The Toughest Indian, the journalist’s primary struggle is not ethnic identity, but his sexuality. I don’t think he knows any of his identities. One of the points I was trying to make in that story is that being Indian is just part of who we are. I suppose the big difference in Indian literature is that Indians are indigenous to this country, so all non-Indian literature could be seen as immigrant literature. The search for immigrant identity is much different than the search for indigenous identity, so I suppose if you’re indigenous to a place and you’re still searching for your identity, that’s pretty ironic.”7

*  *  *

Mark Strand, who died on November 29, 2014, was the guest editor of the 1991 volume in this series. At the time we worked together, he had completed The Continuous Life and was writing Dark Harbor, two of his best books. I was finishing Signs of the Times, my book on deconstruction and Paul de Man, cheered by Mark’s support—he loathed French critical theory and its effect on higher education. We would have long phone conversations twice a week or more to go over the poems that had come in and to talk about the shape of The Best American Poetry 1991 as it evolved. We picked a Hopper for the cover; Mark was writing a book on him. As we went into production he wrote a beautiful introductory essay that I had no trouble placing with The New York Times Book Review, which ran it on its front page. The series was still young enough that it seemed to demand all the attention we could give it, and we gave readings at Seton Hall University in New Jersey and at various New York locales. And then there were always bookstores to visit (the Strand!) or a Neil Welliver opening to attend as our friendship grew.

Mark was a connoisseur of poems—as of so many things, from wine and food to clothes and paintings. His work would give off a casual, even effortless feel, as if the poet (who had initially studied to be a painter) were possessed of a certain kind of natural grace camouflaging all the craft and hard work. In Dark Harbor, he presents himself as a lucky man who knows the good life, striding on the pavement in his new dark blue double-breasted suit, lean and lanky, fresh after lunch at Lutèce with his longtime editor. The picture is accurate. He was a poet of unusual glamour (light is “the mascara of Eden”) and of romance. Yet the prevailing feeling in the depth of his best work is melancholy. If mortality is our first and last problem, the need to say farewell is continuous. Death is the mother of beauty; poetry is a valediction forbidding mourning. A man and a woman—in one of Strand’s late prose poems (“Provisional Eternity”)—lie in bed. The man keeps saying “Just one more time.” The woman wonders why he keeps saying that. “Because I never want it to end,” he says. And what is it that he doesn’t want to end? “This never wanting it to end.” Farewell, friend.
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