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Publisher's Note

Long before they were ever written down, poems were organized in lines. Since the invention of the printing press, readers have become increasingly conscious of looking at poems, rather than hearing them, but the function of the poetic line remains primarily sonic. Whether a poem is written in meter or in free verse, the lines introduce some kind of pattern into the ongoing syntax of the poem's sentences; the lines make us experience those sentences differently. Reading a prose poem, we feel the strategic absence of line.

But precisely because we've become so used to looking at poems, the function of line can be hard to describe. As James Longenbach writes in
The Art of the Poetic Line
, “Line has no identity except in relation to other elements in the poem, especially the syntax of the poem's sentences. It is not an abstract concept, and its qualities cannot be described generally or schematically. It cannot be associated reliably with the way we speak or breathe. Nor can its function be understood merely from its visual appearance on the page.” Printed books altered our relationship to poetry by allowing us to see the lines more readily. What new challenges do electronic reading devices pose?

In a printed book, the width of the page and the size of the type are fixed. Usually, because the page is wide enough and the type small enough, a line of poetry fits comfortably on the page: What you see is what you're supposed to hear as a unit of sound. Sometimes, however, a long line may exceed the width of the page; the line continues, indented just below the beginning of the line. Readers of printed books have become accustomed to this convention, even if it may on some occasions seem ambiguousâ€”particularly when some of the lines of a poem are already indented from the left-hand margin of the page.

But unlike a printed book, which is stable, an ebook is a shape-shifter. Electronic type may be reflowed across a galaxy of applications and interfaces, across a variety of screens, from phone to tablet to computer. And because the reader of an ebook is empowered to change the size of the type, a poem's original lineation may seem to be altered in many different ways. As the size of the type increases, the likelihood of any given line running over increases.

Our typesetting standard for poetry is designed to register that when a line of poetry exceeds the width of the screen, the resulting run-over line should be indented, as it might be in a printed book. Take a look at John Ashbery's “Disclaimer” as it appears in two different type sizes.


Each of these versions of the poem has the same number of lines: the number that Ashbery intended. But if you look at the second, third, and fifth lines of the second stanza in the right-hand version of “Disclaimer,” you'll see the automatic indent; in the fifth line, for instance, the word
ahead
drops down and is indented. The automatic indent not only makes poems easier to read electronically; it also helps to retain the rhythmic shape of the lineâ€”the unit of soundâ€”as the poet intended it. And to preserve the integrity of the line, words are never broken or hyphenated when the line must run over. Reading “Disclaimer” on the screen, you can be sure that the phrase “you pause before the little bridge, sigh, and turn ahead” is a complete line, while the phrase “you pause before the little bridge, sigh, and turn” is not.

Open Road has adopted an electronic typesetting standard for poetry that ensures the clearest possible marking of both line breaks and stanza breaks, while at the same time handling the built-in function for resizing and reflowing text that all ereading devices possess. The first step is the appropriate semantic markup of the text, in which the formal elements distinguishing a poem, including lines, stanzas, and degrees of indentation, are tagged. Next, a style sheet that reads these tags must be designed, so that the formal elements of the poems are always displayed consistently. For instance, the style sheet reads the tags marking lines that the author himself has indented; should that indented line exceed the character capacity of a screen, the run-over part of the line will be indented further, and all such runovers will look the same. This combination of appropriate coding choices and style sheets makes it easy to display poems with complex indentations, no matter if the lines are metered or free, end-stopped or enjambed.

Ultimately, there may be no way to account for every single variation in the way in which the lines of a poem are disposed visually on an electronic reading device, just as rare variations may challenge the conventions of the printed page, but with rigorous quality assessment and scrupulous proofreading, nearly every poem can be set electronically in accordance with its author's intention. And in some regards, electronic typesetting increases our capacity to transcribe a poem accurately: In a printed book, there may be no way to distinguish a stanza break from a page break, but with an ereader, one has only to resize the text in question to discover if a break at the bottom of a page is intentional or accidental.

Our goal in bringing out poetry in fully reflowable digital editions is to honor the sanctity of line and stanza as meticulously as possibleâ€”to allow readers to feel assured that the way the lines appear on the screen is an accurate embodiment of the way the author wants the lines to sound. Ever since poems began to be written down, the manner in which they ought to be written down has seemed equivocal; ambiguities have always resulted. By taking advantage of the technologies available in our time, our goal is to deliver the most satisfying reading experience possible.

DEATH BENEFITS

What might I do to get beyond

living all these lives of quiet

courage too close for comfort

to endurance or mere suffering

or graceless martyrdomâ€”all of which

equal cowardice: the unsaid, undone, unheard,

unthought of, and undreamt undoing of what

I've undeniably understood

this undertaking would unfold

or even (unconventionally) unify?

“Leave your loved ones

fixed for life,” the saying goesâ€”and stays.

Life insurance and death benefits

are what a sensible person hopes for.

Meanwhile, Denial

leaks from our containment vessels

and passes through the doors and walls

of houses, flats, lungs, conversations,

an odorless, tasteless, non-discriminating

equal opportunity destroyer,

the blinded head proud in its even,

ceaseless, swivel.

Is it Denial then I follow in a burst

of irritation with my own obsessive focus

on one subject: this man, this woman, their

tiresome and pretentiously embattled love?

Others are aging and dying, sharing a crisis

of energy, sickening, telling kind lies,

outgrowing commitments, not getting involved.

Others, long starved into hatred, are killing

still others with the death benefit that reassures

them they are not merely part of a tactical phase.

Others glide through back alleys, blunted

triangles of shadow, movable famines, bolts

of coarse cloth whispering How disrespectful

to god it would be to appear

out in public not wearing scar tissue.

Besides, it's protective, they add, turning

away. Why is that swivel familiar?

How can Denial deny coexisting

with the fiddlehead fern even as it exudes

its own Bach Air for cello too loud

for our ears? Or, wordless, deny

how a cat celebrates its own tongue

with each sauve coral yawn? Still,

before Affirmation becomes a denial

remember that this time cat, frond, and

melody too will be forced

to share benefits deadly as our own

denial of what they have never protested to be

their own innocenceâ€”too pure for that.

Which is not a disclaimer. I too have had policies,

kept up my payments, gone veiled, benefited

from deathâ€”and denial of death.

And thought of cashing it in, more than once,

really fixing my loved ones for life,

escaping now, here, eluding what's due to me

anyway on its maturity, swiveling once and for all

beyond any benefits I could accrue

through denial of what is denied to be life.

To deny that insurance, of course, breaks
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