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FOREWORD by David Lehman [image: ]


Years ago the rumor circulated that secretly it was I who picked the poems for the annual Best American Poetry. Perhaps I should have felt flattered. Did I really wield so much power and influence? Did anyone seriously believe that I could dictate to Charles Simic, Adrienne Rich, John Hollander, Rita Dove, Robert Creeley, et al? On the face of it, the notion was absurd. The guest editor chooses the poems. His or her autonomy is guaranteed as a ground condition, and we go to pains to emphasize this fact.

I esteem the poems in this year’s Best American not just for their particular virtues but precisely because they are the picks of Matthew Zapruder, whose knowledge of poetry today makes him an ideal witness. Some of my own favorite poems of the year are in these pages, but some that didn’t make the cut deserve acknowledgment, and I would like to draw attention to them here.

Poetry is sometimes newsworthy, as when a “new” poem by a great writer comes to light. In March 2021, London’s Times Literary Supplement published a 1942 poem by Vladimir Nabokov that previously only a few scholars had read. A lover of Superman, the comic-book hero that a pair of Cleveland lads, Joe Shuster and Jerry Siegel, concocted, Nabokov wrote “The Man of To-morrow’s Lament” at the suggestion of his friend Edmund Wilson. Superman, the speaker of the poem, contemplates the dire predicament that threatens his romantic life:


I’m young and bursting with prodigious sap,

and I’m in love like any healthy chap—

and I must throttle my dynamic heart

for marriage would be murder on my part,

an earthquake, wrecking on the night of nights

a woman’s life, some palmtrees, all the lights,

the big hotel, a smaller one next door

and half a dozen army trucks—or more.



Even worse would ensue if somehow his romantic partner survived and a “monstrous babe” was born to them. That is why, he tells us, he gets gloomy whenever he “tucks away” the “red-cloaked, blue-hosed” uniform of Superman and dons the coat and trousers of Clark Kent. There’s a statue of him in Central Park. But “I stare ahead / and long to be a normal guy instead.”

An example of the mock heroic as practiced by such as Alexander Pope in The Rape of the Lock, Nabokov’s bawdy poem—composed by a nonnative speaker of English who had only recently arrived in America—is steeped in the conventions of poetry. Scrupulously rhymed, the poem alludes to King Lear—Clark Kent is “a banished trunk (like my namesake in ‘Lear’)”—and makes a knowing aside about Berchtesgaden, the Bavarian Alps retreat favored by Hitler. But the most striking thing about “The Man of To-morrow’s Lament” is that Nabokov puts his erudition and sophisticated technique to the service of a bubble-gum fantasy that captured the imagination of young people at the dawn of an era that idealized youth culture. In a sense the poem is a prelude to the romance of adolescence in Nabokov’s most famous novel, Lolita. Considered in the light of Pop Art in general and Roy Lichtenstein’s paintings in particular, “The Man of To-morrow’s Lament” is a prophesy of what took the art world by storm in the 1960s.

In 1942 Nabokov submitted the poem to The New Yorker. Charles Pearce, the magazine’s poetry editor, rejected it. In addition to the risqué element, he wrote, “Most of us appear to feel that many of our readers wouldn’t quite get it.”

Two poems I admired deal with technology and the changes it has both undergone and forced upon us during the COVID-19 pandemic. “Zoom Rooms,” Mary Jo Salter’s sequence of sonnets in the spring 2021 issue of The American Scholar, looks at “real life at a social distance.” With rhymes and half-rhymes Salter makes the effort to come to terms with, and maybe even vitalize, the new jargon. She contends with “zoom” itself, “unmute” (“a word I might dispute / even exists, whether verb or adjective”), “gallery view,” and generational tags, such as “Boomer,” “Millennial,” and “Generation C / for coronavirus.” The level of wit in “Zoom Rooms” reminds me that John Donne audaciously used a mathematical instrument as a messenger of love. Consider:


Depending on the scale of your device,

the size of a single Zoomed-in human soul

is that of a sonnet: modest and concise.



The poem is, among other things, a self-portrait in a Zoom room:


Bookcase-prop and real or fake bouquet

behind you, well-dressed only to the waist

as if in a casket, top half on display,

here’s another weirdness to be faced:

you’re in the Gallery. You’re shown as one

of your own satellites—as if the sun

were both a planet and the Copernican

magnet for all planets.



The word “cloud” has acquired a meaning unanticipated by Wordsworth in “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud” or the Rolling Stones in “Get Off of My Cloud.” Rachel Hadas, who teaches at Rutgers, found herself conducting her course in “Reading Poetry” via Zoom. In “In the Cloud,” which enlivened the May 24, 2021, issue of The New Yorker, Hadas modifies her doubts with joyous rhymes while thinking out loud about the faces on the computer screen:


What does this mean to you? I said.

What does beautiful really mean?

I asked them as I tried to lean

into the noncommittal screen,

scanning until my eyes were sore

for the soul in each black square.

Were there really people there?

Did each name hide a secret face

sheltering somewhere in place,

some unimaginable space?



Here’s how the poem sums up the current state of communal life in virtual space: “Alone together, here we are, / stranded in our shared nowhere.”

To enlarge the sphere of poetry, to keep up with the acceleration of change, to incorporate the age’s new materials and lexicon is a daunting task, and I applaud Salter and Hadas for tackling it with formidable intelligence. To confront the new with one of poetry’s most traditional devices, rhyme, is a daring move.

Old age, its torments and compensations, may not be quite as resistant to verse as high-tech gadgetry, but it is generally neglected or treated in the context of obituary or elegy. Wordsworth, who was unusual in the sympathy he displayed for old men encountered by chance on his walks, wrote: “We Poets in our youth begin in gladness; / But thereof come in the end despondency and madness.” Does this sad progress remain the case? Do we pay enough attention to poets who are writing their best work in their seventies?

If part of the poet’s job is to take a difficult condition and render it exactly but with a certain balancing lightheartedness, Terence Winch does so addressing what he has called “old life” in “That Ship Has Sailed,” which was published online in Across the Margin. The poem consists of two stanzas, the first of which is ebullient in evoking “our” youth in accents recalling Keats’s definition of negative capability. What did “we” read?


Keats and Yeats and all the greats

day and night. We got into fights

in pubs. We drank sixteen cups

of coffee every day. We called in sick

and spent the day in mysteries, doubts,

uncertainties.



The much-shorter second section begins with memory loss but ends not with the senior moments you might expect but with glorious ritual and rich metaphor:


… We light a candle

to commemorate crossing

the great divide between

the green island of the young

and the songs in our bones

that have come unsung.



A friend introduced me to Teri Ellen Cross Davis’s poem “Bad Girls Album Cover,” which celebrates the sensuality of Donna Summer as depicted “under a / streetlamp’s maraschino cherry glow,” with wet black ringlets framing “her light brown-sugared face,” and “pouting lips”


slick in shiny scarlet gloss, high heel perched on the lamp’s base

plunging the slit of her dress back to reveal a black lace stocking

a garter as garnish—so naughty, so beautiful.



Poets are celebrating the erotic. They are also exercising the right to court a comic muse. Angela Ball’s “Mississippi State’s Football Coach Ponders the Fake People in the Stands” makes merry with the coach’s public statement about playing before a crowd of cardboard cutouts:


It’s science fiction meets haunted stadium:

you’re watching the big game, and you can’t move,

let alone cheer or boo. If it’s cool,

and people enjoy it, great, but it’s a little

surreal, the fake people in the stands.

Do the person impersonators have a lottery

to see who gets the best seats? Some have way better ones,

those fake people in the stands.



Speaking of sports, I had no idea that the late Dan Quisenberry, the relief ace of the Kansas City Royals in the 1980s, wrote poems until Paul Worley, the poetry editor of North Dakota Quarterly, published six of them. Three deal directly with baseball and reveal a sensibility that a sportswriter would envy. “Time to Quit” is set in San Francisco. The pitcher is trying to warm up, but


It’s a damp wind-off-the-water cold

and I’m trying to throw sinkers

into this gale force

the ball

a sparrow in a hurricane

barely makes it.



“The first time I read these I felt like I was sitting down with an old friend I admittedly only knew via the medium of baseball cards, televised games, and my own dollar store imitations of [Quisenberry’s distinctive pitching] delivery,” Worley says. He is right to characterize the poems as “deep, moving, complicated,” the confidences of a man who “used to be famous,” as Quisenberry puts it in “Baseball Cards”:


I used to be good

they say

we thought you were bigger

I say

I was



If I were the guest editor of this volume, I would also pick something by Matthew Zapruder.



Twenty-one years ago, at a literary festival organized by James Tate and Dara Wier at the University of Massachusetts, I met Matthew and was immediately taken by his enthusiasm and by the quality of his poems. I have observed him as an instructor at The New School, as the co-director of the Monday-night poetry readings series at KGB Bar, and as an editor at large of Wave Books. I am not alone in admiring his work. David Wagoner, Denise Duhamel, Natasha Trethewey, and Paisley Rekdal chose poems by Zapruder for the 2009, 2013, 2017, and 2020 editions of this series. Terrance Hayes, in his note about “The Rose Has Teeth,” which Mark Doty selected for BAP 2012, wrote that his own poem “found its bones after I read Matthew Zapruder’s marvelous poem, ‘Never to Return,’ in the 2009 edition of The Best American Poetry.”

When I learned that Amy Gerstler, who made the choices for BAP 2010, felt as I did about Zapruder’s work, I asked her to write about a poem she admired. She responded with dispatch. “The poem ‘My Life,’ from Matthew Zapruder’s 2019 book Father’s Day is emblematic of what’s heart-expanding about his work. Composed predominately of two- and three-word lines with minimal punctuation, the poem is a halting outpouring (if that’s not too oxymoronic a phrase), a quiet, unresolved struggle with emotional recalculation and acceptance. ‘My Life’ is a double origin story, a poem in which the speaker recounts both his son’s conception and birth and his own sea change/rebirth as he becomes not just a father but parent of a neurodivergent child. ‘My Life’ begins with the protagonist and his wife trying to conceive: ‘four years ago / on Martin Luther King Day / in the afternoon / the little strip / said it was time.’ The poem progresses through ‘the year / of diagnosis when / our life kept / being a place for worsening fears,’ to ‘then came the proud / sleepless happy / sorrow months.’ As evidenced in these lines, an obsession with time is one of the poem’s engines.

“Despite its title it’s hard to label ‘My Life’ confessional because the poem exercises so much discretion, and never loses sight of its own subjectivity. Rather than make that subjectivity a central tenet, as confessional poems from the past often do, ‘My Life’ keeps doubling back and interrogating itself. The poem’s tone of confiding worry is leavened with humor, self-awareness, and a hard-won tenderness that rises through the poem, eventually overtaking, or at least, by the end, running neck and neck with its sadness and fears. Zapruder has a unique ability to ponder contemporary life’s specific predicaments (ethical, personal, and political) with radical humility and chastened hope.”

That I rely on the guest editors I have worked with must be evident from my many references to them in this foreword. Sadly we lost two in 2021. Robert Bly, who made the selections for BAP 1999, died in November. He was ninety-four. It was he who gave me the idea of writing a poem each day, which is what he was doing in January 1996, the coldest January in years at Bennington College. He wrote first thing in the morning, while curtains remained drawn. He would sit up in bed, in close contact with what he called his reptilian brain, and write at a time when travel across the Maginot Line of consciousness went both ways on uncongested highways and took unpredictable turns—not a metaphor Bly would have liked, by the way, not only because he didn’t go to history for his rhetoric but also because, dreadful as it was, the world did not face what France faced in May 1940. Robert liked images—a turtle, a spear, an onion, a castle—and wishes, like the desire to travel far or to be in Paris on a Thursday on your last day alive. A big man, the author of “The Teeth Mother Naked at Last” among other arresting titles, he vigorously promoted the prose poem as a form or genre. He advanced his ideas about masculinity in Iron John: A Book About Men, a fixture on best-seller lists for more than a year. Robert was said to be cantankerous but I found him generous, loyal, an excellent teacher and raconteur, and it was a joy to walk with him—and to work with him on The Best American Poetry 1999.

On December 18, David Wagoner, the guest editor of The Best American Poetry 2009, died in his sleep at the age of ninety-six. When he read for the series he was, at eighty-two, the oldest of our guest editors, and yet one of the most assiduous in monitoring the landscape and representing the entire range of American poetry. In his introduction to the anthology, David wrote: “Why do people write poems? There are probably a hundred answers to that question, maybe more, but some writers feel they have important messages to give mankind, and of course they usually turn out to be strangely inaudible to that vast audience. Some people just like to play around with words as they might with jigsaw puzzles or pinball machines. Some indulge themselves with poetry secretly, in words as private as diary entries. For some it’s a form of public speaking, and they look for audiences in social clubs, or open mics, or even on street corners, making themselves heard to strangers. Some hear their own voices and the voices of other people speaking to them in half sleep and feel obliged to write down what they say in order to understand their own existence more fully. For a number of them what starts out to be a kind of game turns out to be the most complex and rewarding of all game-like activities, something more nearly religious, as demanding and baffling and compelling as ethics, metaphysics, the search for a god, or even love.”






INTRODUCTION by Matthew Zapruder [image: ]


If you are reading this and don’t read much poetry, or feel uncertain in relation to it, you are more than welcome here. Maybe you are browsing in a bookstore, or have been assigned this book for a class, or have received it as a gift. Please know that I chose these poems thinking of you. I, too, feel uncertain, unsure of what poetry is for, especially during eerie, frightening, and confusing times. But finding these seventy-five poems helped me, and I hope they will help you, too.

Maybe you go to art, as I do, because you find that there, unlike in so much of the rest of life, people are asking the big questions. They don’t already know the answers and are not necessarily trying to convince us of something, but we can be with them while they are searching. In poems, I often hear a solitary consciousness trying to ask hard questions, to make some sense of things without oversimplifying them, to share the experience of thinking through something in ways that are not beholden to convention.

In poems, language—humanity’s greatest invention—is liberated. I think this is what people often mean when they say they want to be surprised by a poem, not only by its content, and not by mere decoration of that content, but by a feeling of possibility itself, manifested in language. As García Lorca wrote, “I do not believe in creation but in discovery, and I don’t believe in the seated artist but in the one who is walking down the road.”

It’s amazing how the old technology of the lyric can still push everything else away and create a dangerous space of possibility. There seem to be an infinite number of ways to do it; at least so far no one has discovered the limit. As I was reading through all the magazines and websites in 2021, I did not have preconceived ideas about what I was looking for. I wanted a feeling of resonance in me that something necessary and true was being said, and by “necessary” I mean necessary to say in just this way. Lift your head from your device, and I will lift my head from mine.

These are dire times. Often the question occurred to me, reading all these poems: What am I doing? Certain poems reminded me that there was possibility in language and thought, which gave me some hope. Yet I often felt convinced that none of this literary activity was going to make the slightest difference.

What gave me hope was the sense that everywhere people are still dreaming. We can’t help it. The dream is the place where one is free to imagine anything. It is beyond our usual means of control and is uninterested in the limits of what has been considered possible. As Delmore Schwartz wrote, “In dreams begin responsibilities.” Audre Lorde wrote that “it is through poetry that we give names to those ideas which are—until the poem—nameless and formless, about to be birthed, but already felt.” Maybe all this reading and writing is not merely useful, but essential.

The poetic imagination connects concretely with activism, resistance, and optimism. A hope that starts out as a tentative, inchoate feeling can, in a poem, be dreamed forth, envisioned as a concrete possibility; only then, when we start to imagine how things could change, can we begin to act to make it so.

The Surrealists saw dreams as essential to ending war, and to improving the human condition. Emerging from the horrors of World War I, they believed that if everyone wrote poetry, the dream world would be linked once again to what we call everyday reality; if that happened, we would no longer see each other as machines. It would be the end of cruelty and conflict. As we now know, the horrors of the twentieth century were only beginning. But the Surrealists were not wrong that dreaming is at least a step toward change. A poem is a dream made manifest in the world, for oneself and others. Before we dismiss dreams as a source of knowledge and power and change, we should remember that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. did not say he had a thought, or a plan, or an idea.

In this year of pandemic, we do not need any reminders to grieve or to feel love or compassion. Yet perhaps you found yourself growing numb, as I did. The imagination of these poets took me again and again to places where I could feel again, though not in the usual ways. Often the poems painfully reminded me that everything is alive. A bulldozer lowers its bucket in the rain. When a goldfish dies, we mourn the entire ocean. A bolt of lightning falls in love. Our love, like our grief, is unreasoned.

The poems I love most are responsible to others and the world but also feel free. “If I am not for myself, who will be? And if I am only for myself, what am I? And if not now, when?” said Hillel the Elder. Today we are living in the ultimate paradox of those words. Conflicts between self and other, the role of the individual in relation to community, the responsibility of ourselves to others and to the earth—these are the sites of unending failures and disappointments. Many of our contemporary poems enter into that conflict between the self and the collective—not to resolve it, which would be impossible, but to clarify our position.

Vievee Francis looks at a photograph of poet Galway Kinnell being held by Harriet Richardson after state troopers beat him at the march from Selma to Montgomery. This photograph of a bleeding white man held by a black woman at a march against racial discrimination could, in lesser hands, easily become a dangerous site of sentimentality. It’s a beautiful photograph, in its confusion. Francis uses it to explore, in a relatively small space, questions of race, especially as they relate to her own interracial marriage. From her perspective she observes the desire of white men (Kinnell and her husband) to be compassionate, and the limits of that desire. She imagines Richardson’s emotions and gives us a chronicle of her own. It’s hard for me to imagine an essay many times the length of this poem investigating such matters with as much clarity and insight, and, perhaps most important, respect for the limits of understanding.

The poems in this volume, to which I returned again and again, and that I could not and did not want to move on from or forget, seemed to be searching as in a dream for something not easily said or known. These poems are active, full of a spirit of questioning, searching for a different way of being. Jericho Brown’s “Inaugural” feels like a far more accurate assessment of the American condition than any speech or editorial or sermon:


We were told that it is dangerous to touch

And yet we journeyed here, where what we believe

Meets what must be done. You want to see, in spite

Of my mask, my face. We imagine, in time

Of disease, our grandmothers

Whole. We imagine an impossible

America and call one another

A fool for doing so.…



Here is the virus, both literal and metaphoric, which makes it “dangerous to touch.” Brown’s poem acknowledges the impossible desire to see past the mask of the face, for dreams to bring back the dead, and for America somehow to become what it purports to be—to live up to its ideals, which, as Brown writes, we cannot help but imagine and hope for, even though we are fools for doing so.

His description of the American dilemma, of the dual nature of our dreams, which are both self-deluding and full of necessary hope, is ruthlessly accurate. And complex. It requires reading and rereading with a mind that is willing to be plastic in relation to the intuitions and leaps made by the poem. Only a poem, it seems to me, is capable of expressing and creating, in the mind of the reader, the coexisting, colliding, disappointing, irresolvable mess of despair, rage, and foolish hope that defines what it is to be American.

In these poems I was drawn to pattern-making in the material of language and structure of the poems themselves, usually more subtle than overt, like the faint echo of phrasal rhythms or the low hum of sonic similarity. Poets are also interested in patterns of experience and meaning, and in finding those commonalities where they are utterly unexpected.

Poets, like all artists, continually emerge from the privacy of their own anomalies into a collective space, which makes poems inherently hopeful for human connection. Poems remind us that, at our core, we share something deep. This is the gorgeous paradox of poetry. It’s as if there are human qualities that link us across time and geographical and other differences. Perhaps this is ultimately a fiction, but poems make use of that hope of commonality while reminding us of the individuality of perception—how far we are away from each other, how singular experience is, how weird and unpredictable and inappropriate we are. The assertion of individuality in the poems in this anthology, coexisting with a belief that it is possible to find common ground, constitutes a kind of implicit hope that we might, despite all that separates us, find a way to pull together to solve the grave problems that threaten us all.

Many of these poems engage with the central conflicts and dilemmas of our time, always in interesting and new ways. It’s more than okay though if sometimes these poems are about private matters like mustaches, and rhinestones, and love. They remind us of what we will need to fight for. In “The Life of a Writer,” Jalynn Harris writes:


… how deep in love i am

& how silly of me to spend all morning dreaming

about love & not expect my

desire to set me free

the knives of my fingers tap

out the notion that if i turn the key

it will unlock.



This poet is writing about writing about love. I like that she admits that it feels silly, though of course it is not. It might be the most important thing in the world. She wants to understand, to explore, to know. She is trying to get closer to human experience by writing and thinking. Her fingers are knives; there is a key; there is something that will unlock. Yes.

Would you imagine your fingers are knives, especially in the moment of typing a poem about love? I would not. Now I will not forget it. Aristotle wrote that metaphor is the “application of an alien name”: it makes a connection that is inherently unexpected or unauthorized, but in retrospect seems to have been waiting there all along. That is the rebellious spirit by which poets are animated.

Despite all the efforts to control it, poetry has from the beginning never bent to authority. Poets are constantly breaking the rules, to reveal what should be considered beautiful and therefore worth preserving. Which means that the most important elements of the best poems might not be immediately understood as poetry. The inclusion of these disparate, unpredictable, misbehaving elements in the same space expands our sense of what is possible. What we thought was strange or took for granted or did not see as beautiful—or even see at all, before the poem—becomes something we cannot live without. The greatest poems demand change. Maybe we need to change to meet them.

Sometimes I think of poems less as artifacts of individual minds, and more as a part of a collective effort. Poets are specialists in the unknown, and because of the compactness of a poem and its flexibility, can respond rapidly to any situation. After a dose of truth serum most poets will admit they write mostly by instinct, or as Frank O’Hara said, “You just go on your nerve.” This makes poets suited to dramatic moments in history, which no one can make sense of while they are happening. Shelley wrote that poets don’t really even understand what they are saying. He meant this as a compliment. By singing, poets turn themselves into instruments that don’t just reflect their times, but also tell the future, becoming “mirrors of the gigantic shadows which futurity casts upon the present.”

Is this book a time capsule? A futile cry into a dark future? A harbinger of necessary change? A seed bank? A catalog of soon-to-be-anachronistic neuroses? One of the final exhales of literature’s expired, propped-up corpse? More kindling? I don’t know. I do know that when life is confusing and difficult, we need to encounter it directly. That’s what these seventy-five poems do. They are aware of where they sit in relation to others and the world. So many of them feel as if they were written in a growing sense of their own precarity—often in a social sense, but spiritually, too. Like all lyrics that seem true to me, they speak against power with anger or passion or despair or sometimes with an exhilarating disinterest in what is usually considered important. They seem written against, in order to preserve.

When I read a poem I love, despite my anger and despair, something in me starts to bloom. Maybe it was already there. Maybe it is something new. The point is, it was only potential before I read the poem. Now I am more alive and aware. I feel sadder, more vulnerable, and more capable of resisting. This puts me in solidarity with my fellow beings. There are many more things to lose, maybe everything, but what I can lose is named. Everything matters more, which is of course terrifying, but at least it is a true condition. In the direst circumstances, poems are available to everyone, and can help us resist, and survive, and see and forgive each other and ourselves.
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