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			I want to draw a map, so to speak, of a critical geography and use that map to open as much space for discovery, intellectual adventure, and close exploration . . .

			TONI MORRISON, PLAYING IN THE DARK
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			Preface: How to Use This Book

			Reading is a mix of telepathy and time travel. It’s a magical transference of information, knowledge, and mystery: the context, text, and subtext of a reader’s life. I consider my life evidence. My life is made possible because of my writing, but my writing is made possible because of my reading. Does reading require talent? No, reading requires stamina and time—two things that may yield the same fruit as talent. Reading poetry is an especially refined kind of telepathy, says a poetry enthusiast. A life teaching poetry has meant a life teaching the magic in reading and reading to write. Every reader is a potential writer. I don’t say every good or bad reader is a good or bad writer. Such judgments don’t matter when the act of reading is, like the act of writing, mostly a matter of keeping an eye on your thinking, of bearing witness, of keeping record. Drawing, which, for me, is close to the act of writing, is also a way to watch your language.

			I learned to write in the public libraries of Columbia, South Carolina. I learned to write in Coker College’s library and later the library of the University of Pittsburgh. I found a poem by Yusef Komunyakaa in one of those libraries and poems by Toi Derricotte in another. That I later found those two poets in the world is my particular good fortune. This book is dedicated to Derricotte and Komunyakaa, and to the many poets I read to know. Watch Your Language maps a landscape of literary, cultural, and personal influence. Toni Morrison’s quote from the opening chapter of her book Playing in the Dark contextualizes this collection as well as my new poetry collection, So to Speak.

			
				I want to draw a map, so to speak, of a critical geography and use that map to open as much space for discovery, intellectual adventure, and close exploration . . .

			

			Where the poems map poetic forms and expressions, this prose collection maps poetic reading and interpretation. The sections of So to Speak (“Watch Your Mouth,” “Watch Your Step: The Kafka Virus,” and “Watch Your Head”) are in conversation with the range of visual and textual explorations throughout Watch Your Language. A medley of essays, inventive formations of book reviews, and biographical prose poems appear amid a mercurial poetry time of questions divided into nine musing sections across the collection. Question 1: “If you decided to chart your genealogy according to the poets and poetry you know, would it be more comprehensive than what you know of your actual family?” Question 186: “If you don’t see suffering’s potential as art, will it remain suffering?” Like any guidebook, this book should leave the curious reader with more questions than answers. A theory of American poetry becomes a practice of inquiry and invention.

			Watch Your Language offers the names and details of the known and less known poets housed in the mind, heart, and library of a poetry enthusiast. Any book that matters to a reader is literature. Any book that matters to a reader is permanently housed in their mental, emotional, psychic library. It is the sort of library Italo Calvino describes in The Uses of Literature. He imagines a culture’s most significant books at the center of an ever-expanding, borderless library: “Literature is a search for the book hidden in the distance that alters the value and meaning of the known books; it is the pull toward the new apocryphal text still to be rediscovered or invented.” I hope any reader convinced of this constructs the appropriate fluid, personal genealogy of reading; a creative shelter, a psychic data bank, a resource for living. Watch Your Language offers a model for watching language wherever you find it.

			My first prose book, To Float in the Space Between, engaged a single poet and poem. In the New York Times Ed Pavlic wrote, “The question of influence becomes one of connection more than resistance, collaboration more than anxiety. Hayes reminds us that the word ‘influence’ is at root fluid.” In the National Book Critics Circle Citation for To Float in the Space Between, Walton Muyumba wrote, “Working in a kind of essayistic confessional style, Hayes considers political poetry, black masculinity, the end of marriage, absent biological fathers, the affections that fathers hold for sons, the beginning of love, kinship, and dream song.” Watch Your Language expands scope to reflect on over a century of poets and poetry, on both canonized and overlooked poets. Like all views of history, the history of American poetry is full of blind spots and wormholes.

			I shudder at all that’s covered by my blind spots, biases, and limitations. I can never say enough—I will have to write more about my bond to the poets of my generation, to my peers and students who have become peers, to my spirit sister, Elizabeth Alexander, and my bond beyond words to Yona Harvey. The bonds of your influence are boundless.

			Toni Morrison, James Baldwin, Gwendolyn Brooks, Toi Derricotte, Yusef Komunyakaa—essentially every poet mentioned (and several forgotten) in these pages has impacted my outlook on poetry. I could not have completed this book without the teachers I found in books. Christopher MacGowan’s guide and reference book, Twentieth-Century American Poetry, has been foundational in my survey of poetry courses for more than twenty years, and was an invaluable resource in the construction of my poetry timeline and this preface, for example. I express my gratitude to Christopher MacGowan and the makers of the Blackwell Guides to Literature series for supporting teachers, writers, and readers. My prose style plays across a pastiche of genres and tones. I aim paradoxically for Michael Schmidt’s clarity and thoroughness in the nonfiction biographical sketches of Lives of the Poets and Roberto Bolaño’s discursiveness and mischief in the mock biographies of Nazi Literature in the Americas. In his preface to Memory of Fire, Eduardo Galeano says his approach to writing about history was antithetical to the way he’d learned history in school:

			
				History classes were like visits to the waxworks or the Region of the Dead. The past was lifeless, hollow, dumb. They taught us about the past so that we should resign ourselves with drained consciences to the present: not to make history, which was already made, but to accept it.

			

			Memory of Fire is another central book in the conception of this text. Watch Your Language muses over a century or so of American poetry with Galeano’s attitude and lyric documentary view. It is the gaze of someone daydreaming through history; someone skipping English class to wander the aisles of the library. I admit an interest in poems produced after the Great Migration, around the birth of Gwendolyn Brooks in 1917. I am interested in a history of American poetry adjacent to Brooks and those influenced by Brooks in the last century. Even Christopher MacGowan’s comprehensive text omits work by Gwendolyn Brooks from its list of seminal poetry collections of the twentieth century. Watch Your Language investigates, revises, and reinvents the presences and omissions of a shared poetic history.

			In the “How to Use This Book” section of Twentieth-Century American Poetry, MacGowan writes that his chronology “sets out the major social, political, and literary events of the century as they provide a broad context for the poetry.” Poetry speaks across time and space. Your library is a time-traveling machine. This collection may be used as a guide or reference in creating your own poetic journey.

			Terrance Hayes, October 2022
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			Between Practice, 1984
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			1. Afternoons in Florida while my favorite, jocular cousin suffered summer school, I climbed the tall, hot fence of the elementary school behind his house to practice and dream of dunks. 2. I was thirteen, my mother was on a Caribbean cruise ship in a state of longing, her husband was on a German army base in a state of longing; they left me with relatives in a distant state. 3. Sometimes I talked with the posters on my cousin’s walls: robed Moses Malone dividing a sea of basketballs, George “Iceman” Gervin, sitting with his long legs crossed on an ice throne as he palmed two silver basketball spheres with a cool I tried carrying with me out to the basketball court where the heat stretched my bones. 4. Sometimes my cousin Noonpie would stand at the fence and after a moment or two call me in to the terrible boredom of a house packed with her four other sisters. Once the two oldest girls pinned me to the floor, the oldest sister straddling me while the strongest sister held my face and covered my panic in lipstick. I recall it now, my made-up face in the mirror, with pleasure. 5. I have said so little about poetry because I knew so little about poetry then. 6. Mute, fluid, confused, determined, sometimes Noonpie and I dry-humped in a large walk-in closet. She was my age. Sometimes she leafed through my drawing book. Once my cousin, aka her older brother, found us and yanked me by my ankles into the air, upside down and flailing like a fish pulled from a bucket of water. 7. I may have known by way of intuition the silences that come before poetry: our silence when a relative named TinPan appeared on the doorsteps one night with a knife wound’s evidence staining his shirt and the woman of the house led him to her bathroom; our silence when the day after a Black boy was covered suddenly, permanently, by the lake near their home; the mute, fluid, confused, determined practice of silence, the practitioners of silence. 8. Noonpie and her siblings knew they were not my blood cousins because their parents told them, but I was loved with the severity and indifference and kindness any cousin receives. 9. I spent some afternoons studying old photos of the man of the house: a tall, very black man. In them he wore a basketball uniform and looked more like one of his daughters than his son. I took him as proof basketball was in my blood, because I did not know then that we were not blood. 10. The woman of the house was my stepfather’s aunt. Her tongue often cut everything and everyone down to size. 11. My mother was afraid of her. 12. Once when my cousin took me to play basketball, we stood first with his friends beneath a few trees and smoked weed. Though I only got one puff, it ruined me for the game. I would have been ruinous even without the dope, to be honest. “Man, if I had that nigga height,” laughed one of my cousin’s friends. I was wasted, I was a waste. 13. Because it was a small, mostly Black beach town at the edge of a big, mostly white beach town, the teenage Black boys tried harder to be hard. Some of them jumped tourists, taking their money, beach gear, and sunglasses. Some of them vanished quickly into jails or shotgun houses full of drugs and broken women. My cousin survived on charm and luck. His sisters survived because they remained locked in their father’s house. 14. “Do you want to be a basketball player?” the man of the house asked me when he found me holding his son’s basketball in my lap. “Do you want to be an artist?” he asked me when I showed him my notebook drawings. “Do you want to be a man?” the man of the house asked me when he found me weeping because my mother had not returned. 15. He’s going to be seven feet tall, my cousin bragged when his friends asked my age. I was thirteen and already more than six feet high. 16. I’d look at the man of the house looking at the photos of himself as a young basketball player. I’d listen to the way he talked to his son at dinner. I was there when his wife smoked cigarettes, lacing profanity through the affections she shared with him. Her death, years later, would be the reason for his death shortly thereafter. 17. You must be a foot taller, my mother said when she finally returned, but to me, it was she who seemed smaller. 18. After my cousin told me strong calf muscles were the secret to jumping power, I set the balls of my feet at the edge of the stairs in the house, lowering my heels as far as I could toward the floor, then pressing my heels up as high as I could for as many times as I could as often as I could. 19. “My mother’s relatives are tall,” I told the boys in Florida when they asked where I’d gotten my height. “My father’s relatives are tall,” I told the boys back home when they asked where I’d gotten my height. 20. I used to think practice was preparation for the game, but now I believe the game is what happens between practice. 21. What I remember is the way the man of the house looked over my drawings. Snoopy’s nose needed to be longer, he said. Why did the people only have three fingers? he asked. Then he’d push the pages back to me and say he wanted to see improvements tomorrow. 22. Again and again the ball jammed against the front of the rim, jolting my whole body backward and back to the tarmac. Or the ball ricocheted from the rim, arcing overhead. Sometimes I’d glance toward the fence, relieved Noonpie was not there watching, when I jogged to retrieve the basketball. 23. I failed so often I came to accept it was failure I was practicing. In poetry I have failed so often I have come to accept it is failure I am practicing. 24. My stepfather’s mother had him when she was fourteen. She was barely around those summers. My stepfather knew almost nothing about his father and did not care to ask. He was raised by a man named “Stick,” but if you ask him he will say he raised himself. 25. I should not call him my stepfather. I have never called him my stepfather. 26. First the mother died and shortly thereafter the man of the house died. And later my father’s mother died. My father wept and I was angry to see him weeping. Though Florida was his home, he was rarely there those summers. 27. We have never discussed our fathers or mothers, though the space between our fathers and mothers is what makes us like one another. 28. The first time I dunked that summer no one was there to see it. Not even I was witness. The ball passed suddenly through the rim, and though I had been trying for weeks, I did not know how it happened when it happened. I tried again and again to do it again.

		

	
		
			Reflections and Foresight upon a Century of Poetry, 2016

			All the highlights of my first day in Shanghai my first time in China featured Guan Guan, an eighty-eight-year-old Taiwanese poet who said he did not write poems. It might have been mistranslated to me in the ruckus of the first, and I think last, Shanghai International Poetry Festival. There was a famous American Pulitzer poet, an old English poet, a young German poet, a finicky modernist poet, a Cuban political poet, a handful of poets from around China, and me, the Black poet. Guan Guan was the elder poet.
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			My first day in Shanghai we were transported, gathered, and displayed “on behalf of all poets” at the World Poetry Forum Exhibition’s “China and the Outside World: Reflections and Foresight upon a Century of Poetry.” Guan Guan was already speaking or singing to all who listened, while the rest of us looked around in confusion. By us I mean me and everyone else in the crowded, anxious ballroom of Shanghai Jiao Tong University: a squad of jet-lagged international poets, some scribbling critics and scholars, a mix of staff and faculty and students, a few journalists, and camera crews tangled in wires. The people of China and the outside world spoke languages that were foreign to me, despite being translated here and there by my somber translator, who was something like a closet poet.

			We were gathered to reflect on a century of poetry. When I got an email invitation to the festival from someone with a yahoo.com address, I thought it was some strange poetry scam.

			
				Dear Sir/Madam:

				Year of 1917 is marked as a new starting point for modern Chinese poetry, when vernacular poems by Hushi were published in the “New Youth”; in the same year, Thomas Stearns Eliot published his poem collection “Prufrock and Other Observations” which was regarded as a milestone in Western poetry history and inaugurated a new era for Western poetry. To honor the significance of these historical events, the ‘World Poetry Forum’ will be hosted during “The First Shanghai International Poetry Festival.” In the perspective of world poetry, the Forum is intended to celebrate the hundred years’ history of modern Chinese poetry as the representative achievement for the fascinating coincidence in Chinese and Western civilization history as well as Chinese and Western civilization exchange and learning. The Forum will also facilitate comprehensive and systematic studies and reflection on the hundred years’ history of Chinese and Western poetry, summarize their historical development, primary achievements and current issues, and then look into their future development. We would like to invite you to the Forum, and your presence will be greatly appreciated.

			

			The old English poet had a spouse in tow. The younger poets looked to party. The modernist poet complained about the hotel, the food, the weather. I hung between the famous Pulitzer poet and the lonely translator who whispered sidebars of gossip and judgment to me. I had been lonely long before Shanghai, so I wasn’t lonely exactly. It was a pleasant sort of Babel in my view. I felt comfortably lost in translation. I never found out who was actually in charge of anything.

			The festival attendees had been waiting impatiently for us. Many of the poets on our panel were well-known in China. We were all put on display immediately. We had ten minutes each to reflect on a century of poetry. The Cuban poet’s reflections upon a century of poetry included a description of playwright and poet Federico García Lorca stroking the back of Salvador Dalí’s long, veiny painting hand. He promised to settle once and for all the mysteries surrounding Lorca’s death in 1936. He’d been betrayed by friends of the family. Franco ruled for thirty-nine years after Lorca was assassinated, the Cuban poet explained. The German poet read a few poems by Rainer Maria Rilke and then reflected on something Rilke said about Rodin: “He lived nothing that is not in his work.” I told the poet translator that Gertrude Stein said, “It is always a mistake to be plainspoken.” Eliot believed the same thing, though he’d have never admitted it.

			I did just as the invitation letter said: I reflected very specifically on a century of American poetry. I said American poetry was born essentially of two streams: Emily Dickinson, the shy, private weirdo, and Walt Whitman, the public, social weirdo. I included some quotes reflective of their differing philosophies: “I dwell in possibility” versus “I contain multitudes.” Next, Robert Frost was extending Whitman’s appeal to the public body. There was no time to read “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.” Around the same time T. S. Eliot came, despairing the diminishment of Waspy enlightenment. Modernism began, just as the letter suggested, in 1917 with Eliot, but also with World War I and the Great Migration of Black people from the South to the North.

			Several Chinese college students sat along the walls. Older audience members sat in chairs encircling us. Many of the audience members wore earpieces. We were outfitted with microphones and headsets that translated our comments to Mandarin. Everyone remained in a cloud of confusion, as far as I could tell.

			I said T. S. Eliot, straddling America and England, was a melancholy bridge between the old and modern worlds. The hundred years since 1917 included whatever we call the span between the modern and present. Not postmodern. Eliot marked the birth of modernism. He enlarged the fires stoked by Dickinson and Whitman. He was a banker, y’all. He made jobs for lots of poets. And lots of critics. And lots of colleges and businesses. He made a business of academic information. His actual poems articulate the modernist angst and anxiety of his existence; poetry as an escape from the no-longer-natural world to the world of the mind. I’m sure no one followed any of this. I imagine they wanted something particular to a Black poet and Black poetry. Given ten minutes, where would you begin
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