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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

“For the small community of American poets, The Best American Poetry is the Michelin Guide, the Reader’s Digest, and the Prix Goncourt.”

—L’Observateur
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FOREWORD



by David Lehman
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If in January 2016 someone had told you that in the year ahead the Cubs will win the World Series, Bob Dylan will win the Nobel Prize in Literature, and Donald Trump will be elected president of the United States, you’d have thought that person batty. Yet all these things have come to pass, and at least one of them has a direct bearing on poetry.

No sooner was it announced that Dylan had become the first American Nobel Laureate in literature since Toni Morrison than the quarrels began. Enthusiasts cited the way Dylan has entered and modified the culture. How his phrases linger in the air: “the times they are a-changin’,” “there are no truths outside the Gates of Eden,” “You don’t need a weatherman / To know which way the wind blows,” “he not busy being born / Is busy dying.”

But the cries of dismay were predictable if only because the poetry community is divided and because there is an unhealthy amount of bile and resentment out there. Any American poet—even our grand old master Richard Wilbur, now ninety-six—would get his share of Bronx cheers if he were to win the Nobel. It was said of Dylan that he didn’t need the prize, that he is yet another old white guy, that he is arrogant, that he composes songs not poems or is “at best,” as one disgruntled observer put it, “a pretentious high-school-notebook poet”—in other words, not a poet at all.

Purists would say that what Dylan writes are lyrics, which depend on their musical setting for coherence and are inextricably bound up with their performance. I would counter that the best of Dylan’s songs work on the page, not only because of their originality but equally because they constitute the autobiography of a fascinating, shape-shifting personality that is rebellious, ornery, intense, and has proved remarkably attuned to the zeitgeist.

With the most prescient timing in recent publishing history, Bob Dylan’s The Lyrics 1961–2012 appeared within one month of the prize announcement in October. The book contains the words of all of Dylan’s songs, organized album by album from his eponymous 1962 debut to his most recent efforts. The transcendent period was the stretch between 1964 and 1967—the period of “Like a Rolling Stone,” “Desolation Row,” “Sad-Eyed Lady of the Lowlands,” “Visions of Johanna,” “Just Like a Woman,” and “All Along the Watchtower.” While the lyrics and their reception make the primary case for Dylan’s achievement, I believe that Chronicles (2004), the first volume of his projected three-volume memoirs, offers a valuable window into the writer’s brain. “Truth was the last thing on my mind, and even if there was such a thing, I didn’t want it in my house,” he wrote of trying to compose songs. “Oedipus went looking for the truth and when he found it, it ruined him. It was a cruel horror of a joke. So much for the truth. I was gonna talk out of both sides of my mouth and what you heard depended on which side you were standing. If I ever did stumble on any truth, I was gonna sit on it and keep it down.”

A self-creation in the tradition of Jay Gatsby rather than that of Julius Henry Marx (i.e., Groucho), Bob discarded his birth name (Zimmerman) in favor of the moniker of the wild, word-drunk Welsh poet Dylan Thomas. A natural surrealist with bardic leanings, Dylan radiated a kind of Bohemian glamour. The lyrics reflect the stance of a put-on artist, a joker, enigmatic, elusive, and full of insolence or righteous belligerence. “Maggie’s Farm” (1965) elevates “I quit” into poetry: He “hands you a nickel / He hands you a dime / He asks you with a grin / If you’re havin’ a good time / Then he fines you every time you slam the door / I ain’t gonna work for Maggie’s brother no more.” Or consider the ire hurled at the false friend in “Positively 4th Street”: “I wish that for just one time / You could stand inside my shoes / You’d know what a drag it is / To see you.”

Usually when I discuss Bob Dylan as a poet I point to his visionary songs. “Desolation Row” (1965), which I selected for inclusion in The Oxford Book of American Poetry, is terrific in its phantasmagoria. The title song of Highway 61 Revisited (1965) begins with God and Abraham mixing it up in Genesis 22: “God said to Abraham, ‘Kill me a son’ / Abe says, ‘Man, you must be puttin’ me on.’ ” The allusions here and elsewhere in Dylan’s lyrics—in which at any moment Genghis Khan or F. Scott Fitzgerald might put in an appearance—look random but are pointed and shrewd. Still, the case for Dylan rests as much on his powers of rhetoric as on his oracular powers. Some of his strongest lines are infused with the spirit of protest: “How many years can a mountain exist / Before it’s washed to the sea?” Others verge on heartbreak (“It don’t even matter to me where you’re wakin’ up tomorrow / But mama, you’re just on my mind”) or celebrate a lazy day in an easy chair (“Buy me a flute / And a gun that shoots / Tailgates and substitutes / Strap yourself / To the tree with roots / You ain’t goin’ nowhere”). He can bring a dream to a close with the inevitability of a rhyme: “The pump don’t work / ’Cause the vandals took the handles.” The rhymes in “Like a Rolling Stone” and “I Want You” show there’s a lot of life left in that venerable device.

In 1880 Matthew Arnold brought to the study of poetry the concept of “touchstones” for exemplary lines that imprint themselves on the mind. It is a criterion the author of “Visions of Johanna” (1966) meets. “The ghost of ’lectricity howls in the bones of her face.” With or without music, that line sings. Only a true poet could have written it.

A larger issue emerged in the Dylan debates: what qualifies as “literature”? Dylan’s own response was to retreat into modesty. He didn’t go to Sweden to collect the prize but sent a banquet speech. It was hard to process the news, he wrote, but then he

began to think about William Shakespeare, the great literary figure. I would reckon he thought of himself as a dramatist. The thought that he was writing literature couldn’t have entered his head. His words were written for the stage. Meant to be spoken not read. When he was writing Hamlet, I’m sure he was thinking about a lot of different things: “Who’re the right actors for these roles?” “How should this be staged?” “Do I really want to set this in Denmark?” His creative vision and ambitions were no doubt at the forefront of his mind, but there were also more mundane matters to consider and deal with. “Is the financing in place?” “Are there enough good seats for my patrons?” “Where am I going to get a human skull?” I would bet that the farthest thing from Shakespeare’s mind was the question “Is this literature?”

These are all fair points, I reckon, though it should be noted that in making them Dylan manages to compare himself to “William Shakespeare, the great literary figure.”

The choice of Dylan for the Nobel has set a precedent for widening the category of “literature” to embrace the work of other troubadours (and in future, perhaps, filmmakers and showrunners). The New Yorker has showcased the poetry of Leonard Cohen, who died at eighty-two just weeks after an impressive profile by David Remnick appeared in the magazine. I am happy that Natasha Trethewey chose a Leonard Cohen poem for this year’s Best American Poetry. “California Poem,” a poem by Johnny Cash that The New Yorker published in September, didn’t make the cut, but it did reinforce the notion that the boundary between poems and lyrics is not an impossible one to cross. And when Lin-Manuel Miranda accepted the Tony Award for his colossally successful musical play Hamilton with a “16-line sonnet,” it came as a reminder that verse continues to lend prestige to a formal occasion, be it a wedding or an award ceremony. And yet—
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Ours is a great era for hate—what George Orwell called “a human barrel-organ shooting propaganda at you by the hour. The same thing over and over again. Hate, hate, hate. Let’s get all together and have a good hate.” These sentences are from his novel Coming Up for Air (1939), in the course of which our protagonist, a middle-aged man with an expanding waistline, gets frustrated trying to explain to a philosopher friend, an aesthete, why it’s important to fight Hitler.

Now and then there’s an odd news story demonstrating that the subject of poetry can lead to a display of high passion, even a fistfight or a duel. In January 2014 The Independent reported that in the town of Irbit in the Ural Mountains in Russia, a vodka-soaked advocate of poetry killed a prose partisan in a brawl over the rival merits of the literary genres each championed. (A few months earlier, in an argument over the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, one man shot another in a grocery store in southern Russia.) Reduce the amount of alcohol and raise the amount of bitterness and you arrive at the state of critical discourse at its worst. In The Big Short, an entertaining and instructive movie about the financial shenanigans that led to the near-collapse of Wall Street in 2008, these lines appear on the screen: “Overheard in a Washington, D.C. Bar: Truth is like poetry. And most people fucking hate poetry.” That is a far cry from Keats’s “Beauty is truth, truth beauty,” but beauty is out of favor, and paranoia and hatred have risen in its stead. Joel Stein, Time magazine’s humorist, wrote a cover story on “the culture of hate” and how it is taking over the Internet. The Internet multiplies the avenues, conceals the perpetrators, loosens the restraints. There are a lot of mischief makers and propagandists out there, and the 24/7 need for news stories on cable TV keeps the hysteria level high. Keats wrote that “My imagination is a monastery, and I am its monk.” Wallace Stevens exalted the imagination as superior to unredeemable actuality. That is a lot to expect of the poetic imagination. But the possibility helps to shelter you from the corrosiveness of public discourse.

Of all the arts, poetry may attract the most venomous haters and the most persistent predictors of its decay and inevitable demise. Ben Lerner argues, in The Hatred of Poetry (2016), that hatred itself is part and parcel of the creative impulse. “Poetry and the hatred of poetry are for me—and maybe for you—inextricable,” he says. On the surface, this may seem perverse, an internalizing of the dismissive things people say (or don’t say but think) about poetry. But it is possible, as Lerner suggests, that the famous opening line of Marianne Moore’s “Poetry”—“I, too, dislike it”—is every poet’s starting point or governing condition. Poets are control freaks with a strong streak of perfectionism and by their own standards can never be satisfied with their work. The best poem is the one that has not yet been written.

As a Platonic idealist, Lerner has some insightful things to say: “Socrates is the wisest of all people because he knows he knows nothing; Plato is a poet who stays closest to poetry because he refuses all actual poems.” Lerner argues that defenses of poetry going back to Sir Philip Sidney tend to assert “an ideal of imaginative literature” rather than to exalt an individual poem. The discrepancy between the ideal and the actual poem widens. The poet as idealist finds all poetry defective. The killer, as Lerner sees it, is the demand for universality, for “the intensely subjective, personal poem” that can somehow “authentically encompass everyone.” Such a poem “is an impossibility in a world characterized by difference and violence.”

The question, however, is whether such idealism is common to all poets, and is it the primary standard that poets adopt while working on poems? Are poets, then, doomed to the melancholy of certain failure? The failure of poets “to be universal, to speak to and for everyone in the manner of Whitman” is neither a realistic goal nor necessarily a wise one. On the contrary, as Lerner notes, it is the logic behind foolish articles alleging the decline of poetry. There is the suspicion that The Hatred of Poetry is an academic exercise in the sense that it exists solely to quicken discussion. If the author were in earnest, would he continue to write poems? It might also be said that there is a difference between Lerner’s title and Marianne Moore’s statement. The “too” in “I, too, dislike it” slyly suggests a likeness, a secret alliance between writer and reader. We mistrust poetry, we know it is full of false sentiments and insincere rhetoric, and so we have to be won over. Less aggressive than “hate,” “dislike” may be the more accurate term. It may come closer to the “perfect contempt” that poets instinctively display when addressing specimens of the art not their own. Using words from the same poem by Marianne Moore, we might argue further that poetry is in service not to an emotion or state of mind but to the quest for a certain kind of power, the power to create “imaginary gardens with real toads in them.”

Not a writer of poetry himself, George Orwell was impatient with poetry for quite different reasons. Of what use could it be against a machine gun? “Ours is a civilization in which the very word ‘poetry’ evokes a hostile snigger or, at best, the sort of frozen disgust that most people feel when they hear the word ‘God,’ ” Orwell wrote in 1942. “Poetry is disliked because it is associated with unintelligibility, intellectual pretentiousness and a general feeling of Sunday-on-a-weekday,” he wrote a year later.1

Do “people fucking hate poetry,” as The Big Short announces? Do they put up with poets as the slightly comic figures on the college faculty who do their part for the good of the community by teaching poetry in old-age homes and penitentiaries? My own view of things is that a poet can expect not hate but “unremitting indifference / broken up by patches of hostility.”2 “Barely tolerated, living on the margin / In our technological society”: the opening of John Ashbery’s poem “Soonest Mended” (1970) characterizes the poet’s condition.3

And yet it sometimes seems as if everyone has a niece or nephew who writes poetry. Ben Lerner has an amusing passage about what happens when a poet is unwise enough to reveal his or her vocation to a total stranger on an airplane. Lerner writes that the embarrassment is double: “There is embarrassment for the poet—couldn’t you get a real job and put your childish ways behind you?—but there is also embarrassment on the part of the non-poet because having to acknowledge one’s total alienation from poetry chafes against the early association of poetry and self.” The problem is worse if you are identified as not only a poet but also an editor, though in my experience the “non-poet” shows no embarrassment when requesting a reading or threatening to pull out a manuscript.

W. H. Auden’s solution to the problem of identifying himself to temporary companions was to say that he was a medieval historian. “It withers curiosity,” he explained.4
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In The Best American Poetry 2017, we have three Youngs (C. Dale, Dean, and Kevin) and an Olds. We have sonnets, several of them in rhyme; a numbered list poem; a poem in rhymed haiku stanzas; a poem in the manner of a text message; an epithalamium, and a verse epistle “To Marlon Brando in Hell.” We have a master in his eighties and a Stuyvesant High School alumna who was born in 1997, when this anthology series was in its tenth year. Most unusually we have a poem, R. T. Smith’s “Maricón,” that treats the March 1962 fight between boxers Emile Griffith and Benny (“the Kid”) Paret—the same bout that triggered Donald Platt’s poem “The Main Event,” which appeared in The Best American Poetry 2015.

Natasha Trethewey, the guest editor of this volume, appeared for the first time in The Best American Poetry in 2000. That year her first book, Domestic Work, assembled evidence of an ability to find the dualities of her personal history mirrored ironically but pointedly in the language that we speak. As the daughter of a white man and an African American woman in Mississippi at a time when interracial marriages were against the law, she could identify herself with the “mixed girl” in the 1959 movie Imitation of Life. She grew up, she writes, “light-bright, near-white, / high-yellow, red-boned / in a black place”—and was gifted at telling “white lies.” In 2007, Trethewey won the Pulitzer Prize for Native Guard, her third book. To the poet’s repertoire, the book added the challenges of poetic form. The title poem—the journal of a black soldier from a Louisiana regiment of freed slaves in the Civil War—consists of ten unrhymed sonnets. The last line of each is mirrored and distorted in the first line of the next. The effect is complex: smooth continuity, elegant circularity, but also a third thing that disturbs the peace and order of the other two. The poem begins, “Truth be told, I do not want to forget.” It ends with “a scaffolding of bone / we tread upon, forgetting. Truth be told.” The poem exists precisely in the space between those two poles.

In 2012 Natasha was named Poet Laureate of the United States. She has held faculty appointments at Duke, Chapel Hill, Yale, Emory, and now Northwestern. Her list of favorite poems from 2016 grew slowly. “Mostly I want to be blown away when I read a poem,” she told me. The poems she chose had to meet that strict criterion. Not the reputation of the poet but the poem on the page was what mattered. Numerous magazines were consulted. On the honor roll, The Kenyon Review and Ploughshares are tied at the top of the list: more poems were chosen from them, five each, than from any other single source. The subjects addressed in the poems include Aleppo, God, the life you didn’t lead, “Girl from the North Country” as sung by Bob Dylan and Johnny Cash, grackles, the seventeenth century, a wristwatch, the “age of anxiety,” deconstruction, and “the post-galactic abyss of sex with strangers” (Major Jackson), to limit myself to ten. The table of contents includes the work of poets who are entirely new to me as well as poets we have showcased before.

Sometimes a poem goes viral, usually to the surprise of the author. One poem that went viral in 2016 you’ll find here: Maggie Smith’s “Good Bones.” It is probably safe to say that no poem last year had quite the effect of a piece of doggerel that a political satirist recited on a TV show in Germany about the controversial president of Turkey. The poem touched on President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s anatomy, his alleged interest in barnyard animals, and the athletically demanding sexual activities he supposedly enjoys doing with them. The effort was in the category of the crude and puerile. Nevertheless the Turkish president was not amused; the poem caused a minor diplomatic flap between Germany and Turkey, and quite a lot of snarky comment. The incident made me think of a piece of light verse that doubled as a political poem of some brilliance and bite. The writer was the late Robert Conquest, historian of Soviet Russia, author of The Great Terror: Stalin’s Purge of the Thirties. The poem stretches the form of the limerick, disdaining crudities. In five lines Conquest sums up several decades of revolutionary Russian history: ‘There was a great Marxist called Lenin / Who did two or three million men in. / That’s a lot to have done in / But where he did one in / That grand Marxist Stalin did ten in.”5



1. George Orwell, My Country Right or Left (volume two of The Collected Essays, Journalism, and Letters), edited by Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus, pp. 195, 334.

2. “October 1,” The Evening Sun (Scribner, 2002).

3. Originally in The Double Dream of Spring (1970).

4. “The Poet & The City” in The Dyer’s Hand (1962).

5. I have read a version of this memorable limerick in which “Bolshie” replaces “great Marxist” in line one and “grand Marxist” in line five.


Natasha Trethewey served two terms as the nineteenth Poet Laureate of the United States (2012–2014) and a term as Poet Laureate of the state of Mississippi (2012–2016). She was born in Gulfport, Mississippi, in 1966 and was educated at the University of Georgia, Hollins University, and the University of Massachusetts, Amherst. She is the author of four collections of poetry: Domestic Work (Graywolf Press, 2000), Bellocq’s Ophelia (Graywolf Press, 2002), Native Guard (Houghton Mifflin, 2006), for which she was awarded the 2007 Pulitzer Prize, and, most recently, Thrall (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2012). Her book of creative nonfiction, Beyond Katrina: A Meditation on the Mississippi Gulf Coast, was published in 2010 (University of Georgia Press). In 2015 she served as poetry editor of The New York Times Magazine, selecting and introducing poems for the weekly column. A fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, she has also received fellowships from the Academy of American Poets, the Guggenheim Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study at Harvard University, the Beinecke Library at Yale University, and the National Endowment for the Arts. For fifteen years she taught at Emory University, where she was Robert W. Woodruff Professor of English and Creative Writing. In 2017 she joined the faculty at Northwestern University as Board of Trustees Professor of English.



INTRODUCTION



by Natasha Trethewey
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As early as I can remember my father recited poetry to me, not simply for the pure pleasure of it but also, I think now, to prepare me for the inevitable losses to come, for the ways of the world I would inhabit, and to provide a means for making sense of it. Like Robert Frost, he believed in the necessity of a thorough and early grasp of the figurative nature of language. “What I am pointing out,” Frost wrote,

is that unless you are at home in the metaphor, unless you have had your proper poetical education in the metaphor, you are not safe anywhere. Because you are not at ease with figurative values: you don’t know the metaphor in its strength and its weakness. You don’t know how far you may expect to ride it and when it may break down with you. You are not safe in science; you are not safe in history.

Both my parents knew that I would need an “education by poetry” to be safe in the world I’d entered. In 1966, when I was born, their interracial marriage was illegal in Mississippi and as many as twenty other states in the nation, rendering me illegitimate in the eyes of the law, persona non grata. On the way to the segregated ward at the hospital my mother could not help but take in the tenor of the day, witnessing the barrage of rebel flags lining the streets: private citizens, lawmakers, and Klansmen—often one and the same—hoisting them in Gulfport and small towns all across Mississippi. The twenty-sixth of April that year marked the hundredth anniversary of Mississippi’s celebration of Confederate Memorial Day—a holiday glorifying the Lost Cause, the old South, and white supremacy—and much of the fervor was also a display in opposition to recent advancements in the Civil Rights Movement: the Civil Rights and Voting Rights acts of 1964 and 1965.

My mother had come of age in Mississippi during the turbulent 1960s, turning twenty-one in the wake of Bloody Sunday, the Watts Riots, and years of racially motivated murders in the state. Unlike my father, who’d grown up a white boy in rural Nova Scotia—free-ranging, hunting and fishing in the woods—my mother had come into being a black girl in the Deep South, a world circumscribed by Jim Crow laws. If my father believed in the idea of living dangerously—the adventurer’s way—the necessity of taking risks, my mother had witnessed the necessity of dissembling, the art of making of one’s face an inscrutable mask before whites who expected of blacks a servile deference. In the summer of 1955, when she was eleven years old, she’d seen what could happen to a black child in Mississippi who had not behaved as expected, stepping outside the confines of racial proscription: Emmett Till’s battered remains, his unrecognizable face in my grandmother’s copy of Jet magazine. And in the years to follow she’d watched Mississippi ignite with racial violence as the Civil Rights Movement reached its zenith.

Having grown up steeped in the metaphors that comprised the mind of the South—the white South—she could not miss the paradox of my birth on Confederate Memorial Day: a child of “miscegenation,” a word that entered the American lexicon during the Civil War in a pamphlet. It had been conceived as a hoax by a couple of journalists to drum up opposition to Lincoln’s reelection through the threat of amalgamation and mongrelization. Sequestered on the “colored” floor, my mother knew the country was changing, but slowly.

Over the years, as my parents and I went out together, encountering people disdainful of and often hostile to their union, to our family, they grasped even more the necessity of my education in metaphor, though they began to diverge in what exactly I might need to know.

I don’t recall when I first noticed that divergence, but a moment stands out to me from a trip we took to Mexico a couple of years before their marriage ended. We’d been traveling along a seemingly endless stretch of blacktop as the sun began to set, hanging low and heavy in the sky. “How’d you like to have that ball to play with?” my father asked, pointing to it. “Don’t be silly,” said my mother. “You know she’d burn her hands.” Even then I knew something had passed between them, some difference in how they perceived the metaphors by which I would need to be guided: for my father, all was possibility; for my mother, danger from which I’d need to be protected.
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