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I hear—from friends and their friends—that it is increasingly difficult-to-nearly-

impossible for them to have new poetry books published.  There’s been a turning

toward self-publishing, still an honorable way to go.  The temptation, however,

sometimes results in manuscripts that have been birthed prematurely.  Instead of

maturing in the time-devouring course of rejection and reappraisal, or being aborted

entirely, they continue to circle the literary planet like indestructible nuclear waste.  Self-

publishing, however, is preferable to chronic despair, which acts as a kind of slow

suicide, jeopardizing health, sanity, and relationships.

For my second book I took a sort of middle path.  When a friend who was

preparing to publish it became irrational, I formed a company with another friend.  He

had wanted to be a publisher, was a superb editor, and served as both for the project.

We put out Rest in Love, which is still in print but now with Confrontation Press (C.W.

Post of Long Island University).  Later on, after many years on the poetry scene, my

experiences became more benign.   My last three collections were published at the

invitation of three small presses.  The chief problems have been with distribution and

marketing.

To promote my sixth book, Conversation with a Stonemason (IKON 2003), I

embarked on a mini-book tour cross-country.  I went to Chicago where I was scheduled

to participate in a Gwendolyn Books book party and a reading at Barnes & Noble; to

Detroit, for a paying gig; to Berkeley for a reading; to L.A. for a family visit where my son

arranged a book party at Dutton’s.  He and his partner invited all their friends who

attended and bought books.  (My son catered the party himself, so his guests had the

added, hopefully not the only incentive, of good food.)  Of course, I funded the trip
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myself.  As you can imagine, there were no profits to erase the glaring deficit.  The train

journey there, nevertheless, was a joy and inspired poems.

Difficulties encountered by my first scholarly work were severe.  In the late

1970s, I occasionally met skepticism, overt or covert, that Gwendolyn Brooks was

important enough to merit a monograph.  While I already knew from my scholarly

studies that editors could radically disagree on the merits of a text, I also learned the

difference between a 539-page dissertation and a publishable book.  I spent nearly ten

years submitting, reducing, and shaping Gwendolyn Brooks:  Poetry and the Heroic
Voice.  At last, in desperation, I requested that a scholar familiar with me and my study

put me in touch with the director of his university press.  The manuscript was sent to two

readers, accepted for publication, and received rave reviews nationally.  My next study,

Heroism in the New Black Poetry, from the same press (University Press of Kentucky),

garnered wide praise and an American Book Award.

My seventh poetry collection, New York Poems, was published last summer

(2005) by Syracuse University Press.  An advantage is the warm relationship developed

with the executive editor, who would like to see all my work housed there.  She has

already arranged exclusive distribution of my only novel, Blight.  My poetry book,

however, is one among many other publications of all types, including an encyclopedia

of New York State.  The press issues about two books a week.  Of course no one is

able to focus exclusive attention on mine.  Although I’m delighted to have given an

interview on a local radio show thanks to SUP’s new publicity outfit, it’s still necessary

for me—as it is for most writers—to be a “hands on” author.


