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For Dr. Carla Hayden,

the fourteenth Librarian of Congress,

who is the best of us.





FOREWORD

I served as the twenty-fourth Poet Laureate of the United States for three years. If you don’t know what the Poet Laureate position is or what the Poet Laureate does, don’t worry, you’re not alone. Briefly, the Poet Laureate position was established in 1937, and the acting Laureate is tasked by the Librarian of Congress with promoting the reading and writing of poetry on a national scale.

This is not a role I applied for, nor was it something I expected. Instead, out of the blue, on a warm June Kentucky morning, I joined a mysterious virtual call that was set up by my representative and dear friend, Vaughan Fielder. Vaughan said she couldn’t tell me what the call was regarding but, she added, “You might want to do your hair.” On that video call, I was invited to serve as the Poet Laureate by the fourteenth Librarian of Congress, Dr. Carla Hayden. The small and welcoming staff that surrounded her on the call cheered and smiled when I accepted. And then, just like that, I was alone, in my small office, asking my beloved dog, Lily Bean, what on earth had just happened.

I met Vaughan for breakfast at our local meeting spot, where she handed me a giant bouquet of flowers and we wept and panicked in equal parts. I had planned to take some time off after my most recent book tour. I was going to rest. Instead, now I was to serve in the historic role that was occupied by poets I’d long thought of as personal heroes: Gwendolyn Brooks, Elizabeth Bishop, Robert Pinsky, Rita Dove, Robert Hass, Philip Levine, Natasha Trethewey, not to mention my immediate three predecessors, Juan Felipe Herrera, Tracy K. Smith, and Joy Harjo.

In theory, there are only two obligations for this role: an opening reading at the Library of Congress and a closing lecture or conversation at the Library of Congress. What follows here is what I presented for my closing lecture on April 17, 2025. I was given a fifty-minute time limit, and I knew, despite wanting to say so much about the current state of the world, I wanted to do at least one thing: make a case for poetry.

During my three-year tenure, I threw my whole self into the work of it, into the joy of it, sometimes exhausting myself to depletion and numbness, and sometimes, thanks mostly to generous, hardworking collaborators—Vaughan Fielder and Rob Casper, to name a few—making big public projects that I count as some of my proudest accomplishments.

I routinely found myself in surreal situations. I celebrated the National Student Poets in the State Dining Room at the White House. I traveled to Mexico City as part of Un Fandango por la Lectura, a celebration of music, dance, and poetry hosted by Dr. Beatriz Gutiérrez Müller, wife of then president of Mexico Andrés Manuel López Obrador—with special guest Dr. Jill Biden, the First Lady of the United States. I read poems for the First Lady of France, Brigitte Macron, and Dr. Jill Biden during their visit to the Planet Word Museum in Washington, DC. I wrote a poem for the National Climate Assessment. I wrote a poem for the National Gallery of Art. I wrote a poem to honor the thirtieth anniversary of the Violence Against Women Act. I wrote a poem that was engraved, in my own handwriting, on a spacecraft called the Europa Clipper and watched that spacecraft as it was launched into space at NASA’s Kennedy Space Center in Florida. Perhaps surreal isn’t a strong enough word?

And together with the National Park Service, the Library of Congress, the Poetry Society of America, and Milkweed Editions, we launched my signature project: You Are Here. As part of You Are Here: Poetry in Parks, we put poetry installations on picnic tables in national parks around the country, including Cape Cod National Seashore, Mount Rainier National Park, Redwood National and State Parks, Great Smoky Mountains National Park, Cuyahoga Valley National Park, Saguaro National Park, and Everglades National Park. In addition to those installations, we created an anthology of new nature poems called You Are Here: Poetry in the Natural World.

We stood under giant trees and surrendered some part of ourselves back to the land. We stood in the desert and watched saguaros at sunset transform into exclamation points all over the darkening hills. We shouted when we saw new bright birds at the edges of fields, and delighted when we encountered baby elk following their mothers into the understory near the Pacific Ocean. We met with tribal elders and indigenous communities. We asked permission. We listened. We met with underrepresented groups that wanted to feel welcomed into their local park wilderness. We met with people who loved nature and people who were frightened of it. We met with people who loved poetry and people who were frightened of it.

During all those trips, all those planning meetings, and those meticulously orchestrated events and readings, what always amazed me was how many people were doing the good work out in the real world. All over this country there are stewards of the land working to save and preserve whatever they can. There are librarians who are eagerly adding poetry books to their expansive collections. There are people organizing reading groups and poetry workshops in rural communities and urban centers. Educators working overtime to inspire young people to write about this planet. Everywhere I went, I was reminded of what generosity does for the spirit. I came back from each trip not depleted but fueled up and inspired. I fell even deeper in love with poetry.

On April 17, 2025, when I walked on the stage in the Coolidge Auditorium in the Jefferson Building of the Library of Congress, I walked onstage holding everyone I’d met and worked with in my heart. Our nation was changing in dangerous ways that we were just beginning to witness. We knew what was coming. I wore a green suit for my friends in the National Park Service and for all the stewards of the earth. I wore earrings from Mexico for my Mexican immigrant grandfather and for all immigrants.

I wrote this for a roomful of people at a storied library that was coined “the people’s library” by Dr. Carla Hayden. I wrote this for our beloved Dr. Hayden, who first invited me to serve as Laureate and who was unceremoniously removed from her post just three weeks after I gave this speech.

The evening was charged; the room was packed. I could barely breathe until the faces in the room encouraged me to do so. In this printed volume, I hope you will hear the crowd breathing together, and I hope you will feel as connected as we did in that moment. I hope you feel invited into the room, the large room we all must create together, the room where we all must work hard to save what matters.





“WHEN CLARITY IS HARD TO COME BY, WHEN LANGUAGE HAS MORPHED INTO A TOOL FOR CONFUSION, I PUT MY FAITH IN POETRY.”







AGAINST BREAKING: ON THE POWER OF POETRY

Truth be told, any time I begin to write anything these days, my whole life flashes before my eyes. I ask myself, Do I want to break something, or do I want to mend something? Or simply try to carve out a small place to breathe? I want, and have always wanted, only to make something true. And what is true these days? And how does one know? The truth feels slippery and mysterious. Even the words the truth feel like something of a marketing gimmick, a slogan that’s selling some impossible outcome.

When clarity is hard to come by, when language has morphed into a tool for confusion, I put my faith in poetry. Then, if I’m lucky, if I’m quiet enough, lines of poems I love start to move through me. They come to me as if through a necessary beckoning.
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The lines of poetry that come to me first when I am at the beginning of anything are from Yeats: “I must lie down where all the ladders start / In the foul rag and bone shop of the heart.” And so, yes, let me begin there, “in the foul rag and bone shop of the heart.” Then, I think, instead of at the bottom of a well, shouldn’t we begin in celebration? And Lucille Clifton comes to me: “won’t you celebrate with me / what I have shaped into / a kind of life?” Or Robert Hass’s poem “Faint Music,” which starts with the lines “Maybe you need to write a poem about grace. // When everything broken is broken, / and everything dead is dead.” Yes, maybe it is time to write a poem about grace. Or do we begin in urgent chaos, as the poet H. D. did when she began her poem “Sheltered Garden” from 1915: “I have had enough. / I gasp for breath”?

You see, if we are lucky enough to live a life in poetry, we are never alone—we are never alone because everyone who has ever written is with us. The great book of all of us is being written together, with everyone who has already written—in every human language, and perhaps even in language that we don’t recognize as language—and everyone who will someday write. And sometimes we even place our own words there, tenderly, eagerly, to remain for others to find.

It can seem at times like a selfish act: to write poetry, to devote a life to poetry, something only a solipsistic navel-gazer might do. I understand that impulse to roll your eyes at poets and poetry. I remember a friend in graduate school who used to come to readings and poke fun at the poets. “Oh,” he’d say, pretending to clutch a poem in his hands, “my blanket is so sensitive.” We’d laugh and laugh because he wasn’t wrong. Our blankets were sensitive and we wanted to tell you about them. When so much is needed, desperately and urgently, in the world, how can one make an argument for poetry?

Would it be an exaggeration to say that poetry saves lives? Maybe. Maybe not. During my tenure as Poet Laureate, I came to realize that not only are people hungry for poetry, language, and connection, but that for so many people around the world, it already serves as a much-needed lifeline. It can be how we situate ourselves in the world, see ourselves reflected, or recognize our own suffering and our own joy. I’ve traveled now to almost every state in the union, and it seems to me that there is no place where poetry isn’t alive and thriving. Sometimes it might only be a handful of people, a few outliers who share poems in the library or at a local dive bar on the edge of town, and sometimes it’s a large and rowdy crowd, but poetry lives in all communities.

When I first began to serve in the role of Poet Laureate, I thought my job was to bring poetry to the people, but that’s not what happened. The offering was not central to my experience; instead, it was the receiving. In the last three years of my tenure, I had the great good fortune to listen to people tell me what poetry means to them. One woman, her eyes blue and earnest, told me that her grandfather started memorizing poetry after his son died in war. He memorized poems so he could
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[image: A stylized illustration of the symmetrical flower, now with tulip-shaped blooms and curved leaves.]



















[image: A stylized illustration of the symmetrical flower, with additional tulip-shaped blooms and curved leaves.]
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[image: A stylized illustration of the symmetrical flower, with additional tulip-shaped blooms and curved leaves, and additional small floral elements.]















[image: A stylized illustration of the symmetrical flower, now a full circle of curled leaves, tulip-shaped blooms, and small floral elements.]
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