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Every force creates a counter-force, and the ballyhooed recent resurgence of American poetry has been no exception. For every CNN report touting the “spoken word” scene, hip-hop poems, and poetry slams, a dour voice has piped up that it is not amused. There are those, there have always been those, who contend that what is new is meretricious and what is old, irrelevant. A vague dissatisfaction with what contemporary American poetry has to offer is a staple of Sunday book supplements. Rather than printing a review of a new poetry book each week, the editors salve their consciences by running a semiannual story about the uncertain fate of poetry in the era of the internet or about how writing programs make for mediocre verse. The more self-examining of the plaintiffs wonder whether poetry is a thing of youth, and it is the poetry of their youth—the poetry they read in college—to which they pledge their fealty. It’s as if a teenage crush on Mickey Mantle had incapacitated the fan from appreciating the skills of Ken Griffey, Jr.


The standard-issue article about poetry’s problems is a temptation for essayists who realize that few actual poems need to be read in order to accomplish the task. They can vent their nostalgia for the Romantic period, when poets had the good sense to die young, and their annoyance with versifiers who refuse to shut up though they have sixty or more winters on their heads. A new volume every three years is seen not as heartening evidence of poetic longevity but as the unfortunate side effect of academic necessity. Too many poems are “competent”—an odd complaint, and one that nobody would think to apply disdainfully to short stories or essays. But then perhaps we expect better, a higher standard of excellence, and not only excellence but inspiration, from poets than we do from our other writers.


It is the nature of most criticism to be sour. John Updike publishes a book every season? The critics say he writes too much. Thomas Pynchon writes too little. Poets, however, can’t write little enough. No one held it against Philip Larkin that he wrote one good poem in his last dry decade. (There were complaints enough about his xenophobia and sexism.) Poetry is too personal, or it is not personal enough. Rhyme and meter are old hat, yet poems lacking them are slack. More people are writing poetry than ever before, but little of it will last. More than twelve hundred poetry titles have been published annually in the United States since 1993, but that merely reverses a precipitous decline—from nearly thirteen hundred a year to just under nine hundred—in the aftermath of the stock market crash in October 1987. Poetry’s ghetto is in the back of the bookshop far from the cash register. But poetry had better not pitch its tent where there are lights and cameras, since popular poetry is a contradiction in terms.


Critics inveigh against poetry writing programs on the grounds that they turn out mostly poetasters and epigones. The same critics forget that the fruits of an arts education begin with the ability to appreciate the art in question. If the lampooned institution of the creative writing workshop creates the readership of the future, more power to it. We do not consider the student of Plato to be a failure if he does not produce a dialogue of the quality of the Symposium. Nor should the likelihood of failure stand in the way of making the effort. Sometimes a spectacular failure is worth any number of modest successes. The study of writing would seem as important an experience for the professional scholar or general reader as for the aspiring writer, and it would be difficult to exaggerate the part that workshops can play, for good or ill, in creating the taste by which our poetry will be enjoyed. It is a profound irony that skills at reading poetry, which once were taught in English departments, now owe their existence to writing workshops, where literature rather than metatextual theorizing remains in favor.


For the second straight year, a poet won the Nobel Prize for literature. The announcement on October 3 that Wislawa Szymborska of Poland had won the 1996 award vaulted her from obscurity to international prominence overnight. Editors and journalists scrambled to find Szymborska’s work and commissioned translators to render it into English. By a splendid coincidence that illustrated Gertrude Stein’s sense of the word (“a coincidence is something that is going to happen, and does”), both The New Republic and The New Yorker printed the same Szymborska poem on the same October week in two different translations. “Some People Like Poetry,” as translated by Stanislaw Baranczak and Clare Cavanagh, was the version that ran in The New Republic. It ended this way:


Poetry—
but what is poetry anyway?
More than one rickety answer
has tumbled since that question first was raised.
But I just keep on not knowing, and I cling to that
like a redemptive handrail.


“Some Like Poetry,” Joanna Trzeciak’s version in The New Yorker, arrived at a different conclusion:


Poetry—
but what sort of thing is poetry?
More than one shaky answer
has been given to this question.
But I do not know and do not know and clutch on to it,
as to a saving bannister.


In Trzeciak’s translation, poetry is the bannister that helps the poet keep her balance on the vertiginous staircase of unknowing. In the Baranczak/Cavanagh translation, not poetry but the poet’s determination to persist in the absence of certainties and facts is what is redemptive. So profound is the difference that the concurrent appearance of the two translations seemed itself to constitute a literary event—an ambiguous parable that could yield lessons ranging from the familiar (“poetry is what is lost in translation”) to the paradoxical (“poetry is mistranslation”). What was not in dispute was the fact that Szymborska’s work had begun to attract the attention and admiration that may not be essential to the writing of poetry but are surely a grace for all who read and love it.


Perhaps because of the official presidential designation of April as National Poetry Month, the first line of “The Waste Land” provided the lead for more soft-news stories in 1996 than in any past year, and the rest of the poem received its due when the British actress Fiona Shaw presented it in a one-woman show at a suitably dilapidated off-Broadway theater in November. In general, National Poetry Month received a good press, though some of the articles mixed their metaphors with wince-provoking abandon (“Poetry is a bomb that frags you with metaphor, explodes in your head where it heals rather than harms,” wrote one enthusiast). As a gimmick, if that’s what it is, National Poetry Month worked, stimulating a proliferation of readings, lectures, and bookstore events related to poetry. Sales were up by 35 percent at Borders and 25 percent at Barnes & Noble. Independent bookstores like the Hungry Mind in Saint Paul, Minnesota, did even better. In Los Angeles, the UCLA Bookstore reported an increase of “at least 600%” with $3,500 in poetry receipts in the first week of April alone. To mark the second appearance of National Poetry Month, in 1997, thousands of free copies of “The Waste Land” were distributed at U.S. post offices on April 15, the crudest day of all.


Not everyone was charmed, however. Richard Howard, a chancellor of the Academy of American Poets, the organization that initiated National Poetry Month, said, “I was never before so certain why April was declared by a poet to be the cruelest month; now I know.” He had “no hesitation” in calling National Poetry Month “the worst thing to have happened to poetry since the advent of the camera and the internal combustion engine, two inventions which the poet Wystan Auden once declared to be the bane of our modernity.” In Mr. Howard’s view, such a ploy as National Poetry Month cannot but contribute to the commodification of poetry, putting the art on a par with the chocolates and flowers customarily purchased on Valentine’s Day. The workings of capitalism have sanitized poetry when the thing to do is to eroticize it. “So wretched, and so absurd, has the position of poetry writing become in our polity—unread though occasionally exhibited, despised though invariably ritualized, as at certain inaugurations—that not only are we determined to put the poor thing out of its agony, but we have made it a patriotic duty to do so.” Publicity, in an age of publicity, was an enemy. Let us, Mr. Howard urged, “make poetry, once again, a secret.”


Poetry always was a secret pleasure, indulged in alone, the self communing with a book as the writer of that book once communed alone with the cosmos. Something has changed, as Mr. Howard notes, in an age of consumerism, sophisticated marketing techniques, advanced communications technology, and television’s vast wasteland. Poetry readings have, to an extent unforeseen when Dylan Thomas and Allen Ginsberg were the rage, replaced the solitary act of reading. Poetry is more of a group event than it used to be. At least that is the public aspect of poetry—the poetry that is most visible and audible. Compare the poetry of today with that of a quarter century ago and you see a sharp rise in the number of public poems: not that they necessarily deal with public issues, just that they seem to have been written with a live audience, ready to sigh on cue, in the poet’s mind.


But it is the nature of secrets to avoid being found out, and the clamor and din surrounding poetry do not deny that something important may be happening far from the spotlight. What is this news, and how is it to be found out? If it is up to posterity to determine the lasting value of works of art, on what basis can we anticipate the process today? If we are to begin to judge, however tentatively and falteringly, who is to do the selecting?


The Best American Poetry has, since its inception nine volumes ago, made available to an increasing readership a wide and generous sampling of the poems of our time. From the start we have felt that an annual winnowing was essential, since no casual reader can possibly keep up with all the poetry that is published annually in periodicals and since a surprisingly high proportion of those poems are worth reading more than once. A test of good poetry is that it compel multiple rereadings, and that is certainly a test that the editors of The Best American Poetry have taken to heart. Our period, as even cranky critics note, is rich in poets who have had long and productive careers. The guest editors of this anthology come from these distinguished ranks. They are asked to be as ecumenical as they can be, but it is always understood that each will honor his or her own lights. The result is, in effect, a work-in-progress, for The Best American Poetry is meant to provide a continuing record of the taste and judgment of our leading poets. It is also meant to heed the imperative articulated by Wallace Stevens: “It must give pleasure.”


I asked James Tate to edit The Best American Poetry 1997, not only because I admire his writing but because I know him to be a discriminating reader and I was curious to see what poems he would deem fittest to survive. Born in Kansas City, Missouri, in 1943, Mr. Tate burst on the poetry scene in 1966 when his book The Lost Pilot was chosen for the Yale Younger Poets Series. He was among the youngest ever to achieve that distinction. His Selected Poems, a distillation of his first nine volumes, won the Pulitzer Prize for poetry in 1992. In 1995 he received the Dorothea Tanning Award from the Academy of American Poets. In addition to his poems, he has written short stories, and he is the coauthor, with Bill Knott, of a terrific book of collaborative poems improbably titled Are You Ready, Mary Baker Eddy? (1970).


While The Best American Poetry 1997 naturally reflects Mr. Tate’s predilections as a poet, I think the reader will find that the contents are as unpredictable as the plot twists in a French prose poem. Poems were selected from thirty-nine magazines, with Poetry topping the list (eight selections), followed by The American Poetry Review (six), Ploughshares and The New Republic (five apiece). The book is strong on narrative—what one poet calls the “stories in poetry.” There are a number of prose poems, but there are also prayers and meditations and chants, a poem in the form of a fan letter and a sui generis poem in the form of haiku-like bumper stickers. The music in the background is provided by Mozart, Beethoven, Wagner, Gershwin, Mick Jagger, Janis Joplin, Bob Dylan, and the Sex Pistols. Among the subjects addressed are “the problem of anxiety,” “the exaggeration of despair,” and whether History to the survivors may say alas but cannot help or pardon. In one poem we find Jesus, Mary, and Joseph and in the next one Groucho, Beppo, and Harpo. Little Red Riding Hood, Clytemnestra, and Sisyphus put in appearances. The poets think about thinking, smoking, bourbon, heroin, California, death, and the sexes, their chronic conflicts and periodic acts of reconciliation. The anthology includes the work of four recently deceased poets—Joseph Brodsky, William Dickey, Allen Ginsberg, and Larry Levis—mourned and honored here.


When James Tate’s most recent collection, Worshipful Company of Fletchers (Ecco Press), won the 1994 National Book Award in poetry, the citation began as follows: “A reader of James Tate’s poetry, laughing out loud, said, ‘I didn’t know that poetry was allowed to be so much fun.’” We hope that the poems in this volume will provoke a similarly delighted response. If poetry is its own excuse for being, as Emerson said of beauty, there can be no defense of it more eloquent than verse.


Articles about the dismal state of poetry
Bemoan the absence of form and meter or,
Conversely, the products of “forms workshop”:
Dream sonnets, sestinas based on childhood photographs,
Eclogues set in Third Avenue bars,
Forms contrived to suit an emergent occasion.
God knows it’s easy enough to mock our enterprise,
Hard, though, to succeed at it, since
It sometimes seems predicated on failure.
Just when the vision appears, an importunate
Knock on the door banishes it, and you
Lethe-wards have sunk, or when a sweet
Melancholic fit should transport you to a
North Pole of absolute concentration,
Obligations intrude, putting an end to the day’s Poem. Poetry like luck is the residue of
Quirky design, and it
Refreshes like a soft drink full of bubbles
Sipped in a stadium on a lazy August afternoon
That was supposed to be spent at a boring job.
Ultimately poetry is
Virtue if it is our lot to choose, err, regret and
Wonder why in speech that would melt the stars.
X marks the spot of
Your latest attempt. Point at a map, blindfolded:
Zanzibar. Shall we go there, you and I?
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Like it or not, we are a part of our time. We speak the language of our time. For poets, it may be more rarefied; it may be more adorned or convoluted, but, nonetheless, in some way it is reflective of our culture. I, for instance, as a very young man, was relieved when I first read William Carlos Williams and I realized I could stop trying to write like Algernon Swinburne.


I know I am not alone when I confess that I have stared at a blank sheet of paper for hours, day after day. Why? Why is it so difficult? Because I want to travel to a new place. Not only do I want the language to be new, I also want the ideas to be new. I want the whole world to be new! We know that that is impossible, but desire is not rational.


Well, we know Columbus did not set sail for America. But what he got was not so bad. We concentrate all we know into the moment, with some fearful peeping into the near future. When I make the mistake of imagining how a whole poem should unfold, I immediately want to destroy that plan. Nothing should supplant the true act of discovery.


The poem is like a very demanding but beautiful pet. It says, “I want this. No, I don’t want that. Now I need this, and more of that. But I don’t want any of that,” and so on. Corrective move. Wanting both truth and beauty, the beauty of language in pursuit of truth.


Some poems want to do their work in the quietest way, like a spider working in a corner. Others are very noisy, banging words against one another as if they were tin cans. One kind of poem is not inherently better than another.


Amazingly, year after year, surprising, subtle, profound, funny, and sad new poems are written and published. Poems we could not have imagined; poems we now know we needed. There is no end to our needing poetry. Without poetry our Culture and, more importantly, our collective Spirit, would be a tattered, wayward thing.


The daily routine of our lives can be good and even wonderful, but there is still a hunger in us for the mystery of the deep waters, and poetry can fulfill that hunger. It speaks to that place in us that seems incomplete. And it can assure us that we are not crazy or alone, and that is a tall order.


What we want from poetry is to be moved, to be moved from where we now stand. We don’t just want to have our ideas or emotions confirmed. Or if we do, then we turn to lesser poems, poems that tell you killing children is bad, chopping down the rainforest is bad, dying is sad. A good poet would agree with all of those sentiments, but would also strive for an understanding beyond those givens.


The poet arrives at his or her discovery by setting language on edge or creating metaphors that suggest dangerous ideas, or any number of other methods. The point is, language can be hazardous as it is our primary grip on the world. When language is skewed, the world is viewed differently. But this is only effective if the reader can recognize this view, even though it is the first time he or she has experienced the thought.


When you come upon a poem you especially like, what separates it from so many other well-made poems is the quality of its insight. And for this word “insight” I would happily substitute the loftier words “revelation” or “epiphany.”


Style and voice serve as a means of seduction. They are the rites of courting. They help create the appropriate tone and ambiance and set of possibilities whereby the revelation may occur. I say “may” because there are no guarantees. The poet can only hope for it. Revelations known beforehand are by definition not revelations.


The act of writing poetry is a search for the unknown. Each line written is searching for the next line. And as the weight, the length, of the poem accumulates, so too does the pressure accumulate for a revelation to occur. Each image or idea should point the way to another image or idea. And each of these indicates the need for further development if the poem is to achieve its maximum potential. Each poem dictates the magnitude of the revelation. An extremely small insight can be satisfying. Simply offering the reader a new way of seeing a common object or familiar experience qualifies as an insight or epiphany. Charles Simic begins a poem called “Fork” like this:


This strange thing must have Crept
Right out of hell.
It resembles a bird’s foot
Worn around the cannibal’s neck.


We are in a provocative, new world from the get-go, but also one that the reader can immediately see.


It is very clear, when reading Ovid or John Clare or Edna St. Vincent Millay or John Ashbery, that human beings don’t change. Their circumstances, their life expectancies, and, yes, their languages change, but their emotions do not. Their joys, their heartaches, their griefs, their jealousies, etc., are remarkably the same as they were two thousand years ago. Still, poets persist in penetrating the mysteries surrounding our condition and enlivening our language while doing so.


Writing a poem is like traversing an obstacle course or negotiating a maze. Or downhill skiing. We tell ourselves, for the sake of excitement, to up the ante, that the choices we make could prove fatal. Anything to help us get where we must go, wherever the hell that is. When poets are actually working, theorizing is the last thing they have time for.


Once the poem is heated up and seems to be going someplace exciting, there is very little the poet would not do to insure its arrival. And of course it is always supposed to appear easy and natural. (About as natural as baking a live yak pie.)


Some fine poems are written in one sitting; others take a year or more. That doesn’t seem to matter. Just as it doesn’t matter if they are written with lipstick on the back end of a pig. It doesn’t matter if they are written about a mite or the end of the world. One of the things that matters is the relationship of all the parts and elements of the poem to each other. Is everything working toward the same goal? Is there anything extraneous? Or if there is some kind of surface disunity, can that be justified by some larger purpose?


Why is it that you can’t just take some well-written prose, divide it into lines, and call it poetry? (Thank you for asking that question, you jerk.) While most prose is a kind of continuous chatter, describing, naming, explaining, poetry speaks against an essential backdrop of silence. It is almost reluctant to speak at all, knowing that it can never fully name what is at the heart of its intention. There is a prayerful, haunted silence between words, between phrases, between images, ideas and lines. This is one reason why good poems can be read over and over. The reader, perhaps without knowing it, instinctively desires to peer between the cracks into the other world where the unspoken rests in darkness.


Well-meaning friends and colleagues are forever offering me ideas for poems, bizarre scenes they’ve witnessed or comic ideas they themselves have hatched. Thankless creature that I am, I’ve never even been tempted to take advantage of these gifts. And when I was young I had the idea that if I was going to make a go of it as a poet I had better get out there in the world and have some big adventures so that I would have something to write about. And I did go out there and seek big adventures and found them aplenty. Sad to report not one of them ever found its way into a poem, not even a little bit. And so, too, today, a certain bird is more likely to find its way into a poem of mine than a train wreck I witnessed.


Is it that the train wreck speaks for itself, announces its tragedy so clearly, whereas the bird is subtle and can evoke a thousand possible suggestions? These are rather bald-faced examples. What I was trying to address is how the poet arrives at his or her “subject matter.” First of all, it doesn’t really “arrive,” and secondly, most poets would tell you that the phrase “subject matter” is inappropriate when discussing poetry. All the elements of the poem make the poem, are the poem. You cannot extricate “subject matter” from them, unless you really believe that clothes make the man.


For me sometimes a poem at its most preliminary stage may begin by sensing texture. I walk around for hours wondering what this texture is and if I can find one or two words that would approximate its essence. Admittedly, this is a very slow way to start a poem, but it is one that has got me going many times. It is one that has opened doors that would have otherwise gone ignored. But these one or two words will then point the way to a few more, until eventually ideas and images come trickling or flooding in.


When one is highly alert to language, then nearly everything begs to be in a poem—words overheard on a subway or in a supermarket, graffiti, newspaper headlines, a child’s school lesson blowing down the street. This is the most exciting state to be in. Commonplace words are suddenly mysterious and beautiful. Someone uses a phrase “baby farm,” and your head spins with delight. “Savoy cabbage,” “fine-tooth comb,” “patrol wagon,” it doesn’t matter how mundane when the poet, almost beyond his or her control, is seeking language, questioning it, testing it. The poet will take that commonplace piece of language and “make it new.”


In my experience poets are not different from other people. You have your dullards, your maniacs, your mild eccentrics, etc. Except for this one thing they do—write poems. And in this they are singularly strange. They may end up with an audience and a following of some sort, but in truth they write their poems with various degrees of obsessiveness mostly for themselves, for the pleasure and satisfaction it gives them. And for the hunger and need nothing else can abate.


And then, if given the chance, most are happy to publish their finished work, and, likewise, if given the chance, they are happy to read their poems in public and accept, perhaps even bask in, any applause that might be forthcoming. And for that moment it may appear that the poet is in complete command of his or her faculties, and that he or she wrote these poems with this kind of audience in mind. And at that moment the poet may even believe it. But fortunately this is not true. I say “fortunately” because if it were true then poetry would only be a kind of entertainment. It is precisely because the poet has written his poems in solitude for himself to satisfy unanalyzable hungers and to please his highest standards with negligible prospects of any other rewards that the poem is incorruptible and may address issues unaddressed by many people in their daily lives. Therefore, when people hear or read this poem they may, just may, respond eagerly and take heart at hearing or reading what they themselves have never been able to utter, but now suspect is true. I suspect that if the poet were to pander to his audience not much new would ever get said.


And it seems we are equally grateful for the serious and dark poem as for those that amuse us. This anthology has many of both kinds, and all shades in between. There is a very large and wonderfully diverse company of poets at work out there in America. This anthology is but a small reflection, and lacks many of my favorite poets. On the other hand, there were many discoveries for me, poets I had not heard of at all, poets whom I had not paid enough attention to before.


Now, after an exhilarating year of reading, it is time to say: Go, little book, make some friends if you can.
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A I
Back in the World
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from Quarterly West


I took a shortcut through blood
to get back to you,
but the house where I left you is empty now.
You’ve packed up and moved on,
leaving this old photograph of the two of us,
taken before I left for Viet Nam.
You’ve cut yourself out of it,
torn your half in pieces
and lain them on the mantel,
where your knickknacks used to be:
those godawful Hummels you’d been saving for years
and a small glass vial you said
contained your grandmother’s tears.
A thick film of dust comes off on my fingers,
when I rub them across the years
that came to separate us.


In a corner of the living room, facing a wall,
I find my last painting of you.
In it, you lie, naked, on the old iron bed,
your head hanging over the side,
your hair, flowing to the floor
like a wide black river.
There, Max, the cat, is curled
in a grey, purring blur,
all fur and gooseberry green eyes that stare at me,
as if accusing me of some indiscretion
he doesn’t dare mention.
Suddenly, he meows loudly and rises as if he’s been spooked,
runs through the house,
then swoops back to his place beside you,
and beside the night table,
on which I’ve painted a heart on a white plate,
and a knife and fork on a red checkered napkin.
You hate the painting. You say I’m perverse
to paint you that way, and worse, an amateur.


“Do you want to tear my heart out and eat it
like those Aztecs used to do,
so you can prove you don’t need me?” you ask.
“But I do need you,” I say. “That’s the point.”
“I don’t get it,” you say,
as you dress for some party
you claim you are going to, but I’m on to your game.
It’s your lover who’s waiting for you.
“I know who he is,” I say,
“but I don’t know his name,”
then I run to the bathroom,
grab a handful of Trojans
and throw them at you,
as you slam the door on me,
before I can slam it on you.
You don’t come back, until you get word
that I’ve enlisted in the army.
I’m packing when you show up.
“You heard,” I say
and you tell me that it’s perverse of me too.
“Who are you kidding, you, a soldier?
And what’s that?” you ask.
I give you the small canvas I’ve just finished.
“A sample of my new work,” I say.
“There’s nothing on it,” you say.
“That’s right,” I tell you. “It’s white like the plate,
after I ate your heart.”
“Don’t start,” you say, “don’t.”
We part with a brief kiss like two strangers
who miss the act of pressing one mouth
against another, yet resist, resist.


We part on a day just like this,
a day that seems as if it will never end,
in an explosion that sends my body
flying through the air
in the white glare of morning,
when without warning, I step on a landmine
and regain consciousness to find
I’m a notation on a doctor’s chart that says,
BK amputee.


Now I imagine myself racing through the house
just as Max did once,
only to return to myself, to the bed,
the night table, the canvas in my lap
and my brush, poised above it.
When Max, toothless and so old,
his hair comes out in clumps, when I touch him,
half sits, half collapses beside my wheelchair,
I begin to paint, first a black background,
then starting from the left side,
a white line, beside a red line
beside a white, beside a red,
each one getting smaller and smaller,
until they disappear off the edge of the canvas.
I title it “Amateur.”
I call it art.






SHERMAN ALEXIE
The Exaggeration of Despair
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from Urbanus


I open the door


(this Indian girl writes that her brother tried to hang himself
with a belt just two weeks after her other brother did hang himself


and this Indian man tells us that, back in boarding school, five priests
took him into a back room and raped him repeatedly


and this homeless Indian woman begs for quarters, and when I ask
her about the tribe, she says she’s horny and bends over in front of me
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