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WHEN THE MAYOR OF SAN ANTONIO DECLARED a public health emergency following news that a 
woman who’d caught COVID-19 on a cruise ship had tested positive after spending a day at a local 
mall, I knew I would have to cancel my plans to attend AWP. I’d have to forget about my AWP 
chronicle for Dispatches from the Poetry Wars. That’s too bad, I thought; the city of the Alamo and the 
River Walk seemed like a good place to end my run after earlier accounts of the Tampa and Portland 
AWP book fairs. Then I learned that my colleague at Miami University Press, Amy Toland, would 
attend the conference so we’d have a presence there and heard that many of the publishers who weren’t 
attending would take part in a virtual book fair. I began to think I could do something like my usual 
perusal.  

 As everybody knows, attendance was way down. I haven’t heard how many showed up and 
don’t want to know. It hardly matters now. I wonder about next year’s AWP and the future of the 
organization. Somewhere in the great beyond Fats Domino is still rocking out to “Kansas City,” and 
though I’ve always wanted to visit the city it is hard to imagine taking a plane or train to get to a 
conference there. “If I have to walk I’ll get there just the same?” At this point I’m not sure I’d walk 
across town to attend AWP.  I hope that will change. 

 In San Antonio we sold plenty of books, more books than last year. I’m sure this had something 
to do with our excellent new books, and I won’t hesitate to sing the praises of Clancy McGilligan’s 
novella History of an Executioner, Geoffrey Squires’ translation of Rumi’s Poems from the Divan-E 
Shams, and Martin Corless-Smith’s Odious Horizons, his post-Poundian versions of Horace’s odes in 
the era of Trump and Brexit. We had fewer presses to compete with; there’s an unhappy lesson in that 
for publishers. Amy texted me when friends stopped by—this was the saddest part of missing AWP. I’d 
be writing comments on student essays and poems and Amy would text to say such and so says hello. 
She also texted me photos of books. I bought some of them and another ten or so from the virtual book 
fair thinking I should do my part to help sustain the community of writers and small press publishers 
and editors.  

 That’s the best sense I can make of the word “community” as it relates to AWP, though I saw 
the word in the discourse surrounding the AWP leadership’s decision to go ahead with the conference 
despite the virus.  It surprised me to read co-director Diana Zinna’s tweet announcing that she had 
resigned from AWP “over the decision to hold the conference” and adding that she “would always love 
this community.” Her tweet a day earlier indicated that the decision to go ahead had been made “in 
consultation with local authorities and public health staff in San Antonio” after considering the 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mypHZmXdU3o
http://www.orgs.miamioh.edu/mupress/details/mcgilligan_hoae.html
http://www.orgs.miamioh.edu/mupress/details/squires_rumi.html
http://www.orgs.miamioh.edu/mupress/details/squires_rumi.html
http://www.orgs.miamioh.edu/mupress/details/corless_smith_under_%20odioushorizons.htm
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“communities” that the AWP serves. The statement at the AWP website responding to Zinna’s 
resignation also refers to the AWP board’s plan to “stand with the members of our community.” I don’t 
know what happened with the board’s decision and Zinna’s resignation, but the claim that the AWP 
serves a community or communities has me thinking. What communities does AWP truly serve? Is the 
AWP still mostly about writing programs, about the profession of teaching in them? Is that a 
community? “Community” is right there at the top of the landing page of their website too.   

  

 

 

I wonder how many people attending the AWP think they are there as part of a community. So 
far as I know, the AWP did not become part of what everybody has since learned to call “community 
spread.” That’s a blessing. On the day I was to leave for San Antonio I attended a faculty meeting 
instead, where a colleague whose allergies were kicking in sneezed on us. I’m okay and so is he. 

 So I have the usual stack of books bought at AWP: Marina Blitshteyn’s hand-stitched 
chapbook, Sheet Music (sunnyoutside, 2018), Peter Davis’s Band Names & Other Poems (Bloof Books, 
2018), Ish Klein’s The New Sun Time (Canarium Books, 2020), Katie Jen Shinkle’s chapbook Rat 
Queen (Bloof Books, 2019), Kit Schluter’s already much-celebrated Pierrot’s Fingernails (Canarium 

https://www.awpwriter.org/magazine_media/writers_news_view/4684/
http://www.sunnyoutside.com/releases/082/o.html
https://bloofbooks.com/product/band-names/
http://www.canarium.org/ish-klein
https://bloofbooks.com/product/rat-queen/
https://bloofbooks.com/product/rat-queen/
http://www.canarium.org/kit-schluter
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Books, 2020), Jesse Seldess’s Several Rotations (Kenning Editions, 2019), Devin King’s There Three 
(Kenning Editions, 2020), and Lorenzo Thomas’s Collected Poems (Wesleyan) edited by Aldon Lynn 
Nielsen and Laura Vrana. I’ve been dipping into these books and know I’ll find some of them worth 
reading more carefully later, not least the sequences “Passwords”—“I have entered my phone / who 
knows the way” (14)—and “If” by Seldess and poems by Thomas I haven’t seen elsewhere. 

 But to be honest I have read too little of these books at this point to have anything worth saying 
about them.  In the first weeks after my university went to remote learning most of my time and energy 
went to converting my courses. It's a good thing I had that to do because I was already jittery enough, 
my attention fractured by the onslaught of news about the virus, so I wasn’t good for much beyond the 
basics of not so everyday life and work. Reading? Student work, sure, I had to do that. Assigned reading 
for courses? Okay. Books from AWP? Not so much. 

 

 Everything I picked up in the wake of the news about the virus had to measure up against its 
force or I’d put it down quickly. Everything had to be read against it. That’s not fair to any poetry. 
Luckily, I had samples from the recent, massive Collected Poems of Bertolt Brecht (Liveright, 2019) 
translated by Tom Kuhn and David Constantine among the required reading for my course in poetry 
writing, and Brecht holds up pretty well no matter what evil is loose in the land. And I had excerpts 
from the late Sean Bonney’s Our Death (Commune Editions, 2019) with its great prose poems and 
letters including the title poem and “George Trakl’s Psalm,” which Bonney indicates is to be imagined 
as spoken by the ghost of Anita Berber, the Weimar dancer, artist, and writer. With the backing of 

http://www.kenningeditions.com/shop/several-rotations/
http://www.kenningeditions.com/shop/there-three/
https://www.hfsbooks.com/books/the-collected-poems-of-lorenzo-thomas-thomas-nielsen-vrana/
https://wwnorton.com/books/9780871407672
https://communeeditions.com/our-death-sean-bonney/
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Trakl and Berber this is a poem forceful enough to hold its own during this crisis. Here is its second 
half, with its slap at Pound and oh yes a famous line about the police: 

 

An invisible person has appeared in everyone’s simultaneous dream. 

Oh look here I am. Fuck the police. 

It is the surveillance laws. All ages are not contemporaneous. 

We are outside this century. We are very glamorous. We are waiting in the hall. 

Somewhere near Moritzplatz the adepts are getting sick. 

It is the stupidity of gardens. I love the tiny sparrows. 

The janitor’s kids are not playing they are digging up gold. 

It is the last song you will ever hear. It is horrible blind children waiting in the alley. 

Their shadows are climbing the wall, it is poisons and fascists and fairytale roses. 

 

It is a tourist boat on the Landwehrkanal. 

It is the building where I live, it is valium and speed. 

Here are the dead refugees, piled up inside the walls. 

It is our beautiful rooms. It is our wings stained with shit. 

It is the western border. It is what you want it to be. It is England controlled by maggots. 

Here I am. Locked inside this city. It is peaceful like my childhood dreams. 

Here we are choking our memories to death. 

What if this year never ends. 

Here are the experts being fed to the dogs.  

 

In America a very boring lunatic opens his eyes. (86-87) 

 

Nothing like a Berlin fairy tale burning in a Londoner’s acid. This cuts through most of the shit so that 
I can hear it still as urgent.  Even your aunt and uncle who would rather tear off their ears than listen to 
poetry will know what is happening in it and why. Has Bonney after his death become the source of 
political slogans and graffiti in London and Athens? He’s more than that. One essay about his work put 
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up at a Poetry Foundation website was originally accompanied by a cartoonish image of Bonney as a 
prophet with a bullhorn and a cigarette until some of those who knew him asked that the caricature be 
taken down. More stumbling by the staff of the Poetry Foundation.  

  

 

I was having trouble concentrating after it began to become clear what this virus can do. Like 
everyone apart from the goons egged on by Trump I am worried about loved ones and friends and all of 
us facing the crisis with a criminal fascist and malignant narcissist as president. But I had the assigned 
reading for my courses, and most of it for the second half of the poetry writing course was books I 
hadn’t read. For the poetry writing course I usually take recommendations from friends and colleagues 
and graduate students who tell me about books I should be reading. I’m hoping that we’ll think about 
these books as books after the early part of the semester takes up small sets of poems for this or that 
pedagogical purpose. This semester’s books were Ilya Kaminsky’s Deaf Republic (Graywolf, 2019), Peter 
Gizzi’s Archeophonics (Wesleyan, 2016), Carmen Giménez Smith’s Be Recorder (Graywolf, 2019), 
Tongo Eisen-Martin’s Heaven Is All Goodbyes (City Lights, 2017), and Jennifer Moxley’s Druthers 
(Flood Editions, 2018). With a few exceptions students liked all of these books and they did get some 
idea of the diversity of recent American poetry from them.  

 Kaminsky’s Deaf Republic has been widely reviewed and praised—see New York Times, The 
Literary Review, World Literature Today, The Adroit Journal, and Barrelhouse for samples—for a 
“narrative ambition that’s rarely seen in poetry collections,” to quote one reviewer.  Introduced by the 
poem titled “We Lived Happily during the War” about the bombing of other people’s houses and “our 
great country of money” (3) and ending with “In a Time of Peace” about a cop shooting a man reaching 
for his wallet in his car as “the President’s wife trims her toenails” and the rest of us “do the hard work 
of dentist appointments” (76), the book is a political parable about life under a militarized totalitarian 
regime—about witness as well as resistance and solidarity, which here takes the form of refusing to 
listen to soldiers. Sex and childbirth and a puppet theater together with the rest of so-called ordinary 
life goes on even as the “townspeople of Vasenka” are arrested or stood up before a firing squad and 
soldiers are strangled as the townspeople try to fight back. Telling the story in fragments and vignettes 
allows the horror of life amid such violence to build as if we are watching it happen in slow motion: 
“Observe the moment /—how it convulses—// Snow falls and the dogs run into the streets like 
medics” (12).  This was clearly reading I could do during the plague. In a few poems the verse line seems 
to be actively resisting part of what we often ask of the line in poetry—musicality. The Barrelhouse 
reviewer suggests that “Kaminsky’s ability to juxtapose stark reminders of evil with little pleasures could 
only be contained within the small, dense spaces of poetry,” but this is a poetry that forgoes some of the 
pleasures of poetry for the sake of its powerful story. It refuses to aestheticize violence.  

https://www.graywolfpress.org/books/deaf-republic
https://petergizzi.site.wesleyan.edu/works-from-the-author/
https://www.graywolfpress.org/books/be-recorder
http://www.citylights.com/book/?GCOI=87286100115800
http://www.floodeditions.com/moxley-druthers
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/06/books/review/ilya-kaminsky-deaf-republic-poems.html
https://www.theliteraryreview.org/book-review/a-review-of-deaf-republic-by-ilya-kaminsky/
https://www.theliteraryreview.org/book-review/a-review-of-deaf-republic-by-ilya-kaminsky/
https://www.worldliteraturetoday.org/2019/spring/deaf-republic-ilya-kaminsky
https://theadroitjournal.org/2020/02/13/our-silence-stands-up-for-us-a-review-of-ilya-kaminskys-deaf-republic/
https://www.barrelhousemag.com/onlinelit/2019/4/25/deaf-republic
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 Carmen Giménez Smith’s Be Recorder has three sections, the first a set of shorter, discrete, 
largely autobiographical poems including one that seems to reference surviving an adolescent suicide 
attempt. The last section features longer poems in long lines or prose about family, poetry and the 
poet’s “models of discourse” (i.e., poets she admires) and the “twenty-first century Latina lyric.” It ends 
with “Ars Poetica.” The middle section is a series exploring positions within, beside, and/or against the 
“monolith” of American assimilationist ideology. Throughout the book Smith allows for moments of 
self-doubt worrying about her roles as teacher, writer, and parent in a society promoting assimilationist 
agendas and much worse: 

 

 still I survived and learned  

 to take each box apart  

 right to the cozy lap  

 of a college education  

 now I’m the thirteenth floor (34) 

 

“What is to be done?” is forever the question for political poetry, and something like that gets asked 
most insistently in the last poems of this middle section, where one poem begins  

 

 shall we write our demands in blood 

 with our histories cures mythologies curses 

 or shall we develop a victor-approved 

 version of history how do we transform 

 their powers do we break them apart 

 and bury them set them on the shelf (54) 

 

It may seem left-liberal to suggest that the answer to systemic racism, sexism, and violence is to “be 
recorder,” to describe and remember it—the previous phrase is “break free and record” (57). Giménez 
Smith knows this. In the last poem of the middle section she writes “let’s admit to our own complicity” 
(58). Perhaps admitting the occasions and dimensions of our complicity will help us create a better 
society, but at the moment it has about as much of a chance of helping us out of the nightmare we’re 
currently living through as prayer does. There are reviews here and here and here. 

http://blog.pshares.org/index.php/be-recorder-by-carmen-gimenez-smith/
https://theadroitjournal.org/2019/12/06/creation-myths-a-review-of-carmen-gimenez-smiths-be-recorder/
http://www.runspotrun.com/book-reviews/be-recorder-gimenez-smith/
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 Peter Gizzi’s Archeophonics is a book about sound and song and voice and identity or being, as 
the first poem outlines: 

 

 I’m just visiting this voice 

 I’m just visiting the molecular structures 

  that say what I am saying 

 I’m just visiting the world at this moment 

  and it’s on fire 

 It’s always been on fire (1) 

  

Two pages later there’s “I’m saying this and it’s saying me” (3) which reads like literary theory put as 
simply as it deserves to be. Archeophonics is the archeology of lost sound, and the book has its fair share 
of melancholy, even nostalgic poems, not to mention many allusions, including one to Pound’s Canto 
CXX--“Do not move / let the wind speed” (47)—and another to an old Carpenters song.  Some of my 
students called the book poetry about poetry and thereby thought less of it—especially these days—but 
they liked the book’s lighter moments, like the opening of “When Orbital Proximity Feels Creepy”: 

 

 Right now there are teenage microwaves 

 screaming through your body 

 while you are having text with me. 

 This is the moment I’ll need you to sing with me. 

 I am making my way in some dark room 

 looking for other structures to love. (25) 

 

Maybe this is less funny after its third line, but I like Gizzi’s clear, plain style as his poems hover near the 
ghosts of Yeats, Creeley, and Seventies pop stars. Archeophonics is a collection that shows lyric to be very 
much alive, as alive as the “airs” that are the songs that shape us. When the mood of the music changes, a 
Fugs album is probably playing in the other room. The book is a few years old at this point, and you can 
find better reviews of it here and here. Among the poets in Ireland, Scotland, and England whose work 
I follow, Gizzi seems to have replaced the late Stephen Rodefer as their favorite American poet. 

https://www.walesartsreview.org/archeophonics-by-peter-gizzi/
https://coloradoreview.colostate.edu/reviews/archeophonics/
https://www.google.com/search?q=stephen+rodefer&client=safari&rls=en&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjZnYvL97jpAhWDG80KHSVwD2IQ_AUoAnoECBYQBA&biw=1280&bih=626#imgrc=xpAbFapnWTov2M
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 In discussing the other two books we read for the course a comparison seems called for. Put 
Jennifer Moxley’s Druthers beside Tongo Eisen-Martin’s Heaven Is All Goodbyes and you might be 
fooled into thinking you’ve been blasted back to the anthology wars of the 1950s and 60s as they pitted 
the raw against the cooked, academic poetry against the New American poetry. That was too simplistic 
then and makes little sense as an opposition now. Moxley’s poems are indeed well-wrought. Druthers is 
dedicated to Robert Herrick and Lightnin’ Hopkins. Herrick makes sense as an influence to 
acknowledge given the book’s several epigrams and some of its mannerisms of style. It’s harder to figure 
out how Hopkins is involved; I don’t remember among the book’s numerous and expertly worked 
forms a blues. Perhaps he relates to the content of Moxley’s preferences or “druthers” as these are on 
view.  

 The poems again and again speak of Moxley’s desires as a middle-class, middle-aged poet and 
teacher who wants to do her own thing. I like the epigrams especially: 

 

  

  

 Druthers 

 

 I would rather run a butter knife 

 Through Ruskin’s uncut pages 

 Than under the lip of a stuck tack. 

 

 I would rather come under a hand 

 That’s apt to undo me than be 

 Buttonholed by a walking dictionary. (4) 

 

These two stanzas say the same thing about the body and vulnerability, I think, though maybe there’s a 
joke about Ruskin’s sexuality too?  Some of my students found the book fussy or snobbish for its faux 
archaisms of subject matter, reference and diction, but I admired poems like “Sadness” and “Happiness” 
as they are paired in an old-fashioned way. Moxley makes no apologies for living a comfortable life or 
for writing after the fashion of Herrick a “minor” poetry, or what Eliot called “minor poetry” in his 
famous essay of that name. Two of the more interesting poems are long by the book’s standards.  “The 
Honest Cook’s Insomnia” is a didactic ars poetica—“Do not cook to impress / others or conform / to 
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their tastes.  Nevertheless / you should be as attentive / to the palate of who you are / cooking for as 
lovers are to the / whims of the beloved. . .” (65).  More powerful and less of a square dance is “The 
Chip,” which is about Moxley’s difficult relationship with her father. Against that terrific poem there is 
the cringe-worthy ending of “Blue Chirp,” which follows Moxley’s account of days of yore when she 
was having sex in Paris rather than Orono: 

 

 But now I’m like that winter chirp 

 Defying all that’s mean. 

       I kiss my Heurtebise awake 

       And blow him in my dreams. 

 Both Azure and Experience 

 Besprinkle me with dew 

      To make perpetual Maytime 

      In age burst forth anew. (11) 

 

Besprinkle? I’m hoping the diction is meant to be ironic! I’d have to read it again but I think I prefer 
Moxley’s The Open Secret (Flood, 2014). Meanwhile, here’s one review of Druthers and another. 

 Eisen-Martin’s Heaven Is All Goodbyes is about as far as one can get from Druthers in today’s 
American poetry landscape. Eisen-Martin is not interested in the poem as well-wrought urn or artifact, 
every part related, every turn and irony accounted for, though he is given to collecting short phrases and 
maxims and a fair number of these are pointed and memorable. Some of the sharpest of them are 
represented as overheard, as if he wanders the streets of San Francisco with notebook in hand trying to 
write down as much as he can to suggest the full scope of our devastated society (“prisons inside of 
prisons,” one of my best students wrote). While there is attention paid to the phrase and line—his lines 
are cut sharply—there is less worry about keeping the entire poem shapely, less concern about resonance 
and closure. That’s not to say there is no attention to endings, only that they are allowed to drift into 
particulars. See, for instance, “Three buildings make a tide” (90) — where the poem could end in its 
penultimate line—“Painting my walls with pieces of other walls” (91)—and would make sense in doing 
that since the poem begins with a line about talking to the wall. Instead, Eisen-Martin ends with “I 
wandered to the edge of the parking lot” (91) as if the poem itself meant to wander off. 

 For the most part Eisen-Martin isn’t much interested in bringing in the literary past via allusion 
or excerpt or in offering the kind of references to music and musicians that one finds in the work of 

https://rhinopoetry.org/reviews/druthers-by-jennifer-moxley-reviewed-by-brendan-white
https://www.publishersweekly.com/978-0-9981695-3-8
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Lorenzo Thomas. Instead he wants to bring in a series of voices from the street to suggest a “black 
commons,” as he writes at the beginning of “I have to talk to myself differently”: 

 

 When a drummer is present, 

 They are God 

 

 ‘I am not an I. 

 I am a black commons.” (16) 

 

Am I right to hear Fred Moten’s “ensemble” behind these lines? Claudia Rankine’s “polyvocal 
assemblages” is also pertinent especially given the demotic nature of the voices heard and represented.  
Here are a few finely cut and memorable lines and passages that I starred in reading through: 

 

 “I left my watch on the public bathroom sink and took the toilet with me. I threw it at  the first 
bus I saw eating single mothers half alive. It flew through the bus line number,  then on out the front 
of the white house” (13) 

 

I suppose this could suggest the “surealism” mentioned on the back cover but it’s not really that so 
much as a kind of urban tall tale made political. The same goes for this: 

 

 I am off to make a church bell out of a bank window (21).  

 

Many lines belong to a political rhetoric featuring witty and pointed juxtapositions: 

 

 Everything south of canada is extrajudicial gun oil 

 And your local unemployment factory (28) 

 

 Get out of the car against desperate white supremacy (29) 

 

 under the house, but treated well by the 1970s (74) 
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In a few poems Eisen-Martin moves away from his long sprawling line (or short phrases spliced in long 
lines) to change things up, as he does in “She Would Untitle This.” The image of the cigarette on the lip 
that ends the poem could be from the street or out of film noir, though I can’t help but read it 
remembering Sean Bonney. But it’s the speed of the poem as it leaps to its ending that I admire: 

 

     Sleepy luck 

 Cigarette sleeping on his lip 

                  A man with no future 

                       Kick drum only 

                 Solo in brick 

 

        Love survives the summer (44) 

 

The book has done very well and was nominated for a big award. Eisen-Martin was on PBS to talk 
about his aesthetic. Check that out here. 

 Now I have come to the end of my last roundup—no more strolling down imaginary aisles—
and by this point have almost forgotten AWP. That’s not so hard to do since for me San Antonio’s 
AWP was only rumors and tweets. I hope the AWP board manages to get its conference up and 
running next year. Until then I’ll be hoping that Eisen-Martin is right. 

 

 

Thanks to Amy Toland for permission to include her photos. This essay is for Sam Adams, Piper 
Augsburger, Laura Dudones, Walter Dulle, Aimee Liston, and Sebastian Pratt. 

 

Oxford, Ohio 

 5/16/20 

 

  

 

https://www.publishersweekly.com/978-0-87286-745-1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zMWORqLt8FQ



