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I began to ponder just how much our expectations of a writer figure in our assessment
of the work, how much we anticipate based on previous performance—and whether
that’s a fair way to measure something new. Is it reasonable, for example, to be disap-
pointed when a poet does not change all that much? Early William Stafford poems
hardly differ from those in his final book—so if we liked the early work, why shouldn’t
we like the later? What happens when the best work comes early in the career? Is it
fair to complain because Galway Kinnell has not produced a second Book of Night-
mares? What about when the poet’s work alters radically? Do we tend to hold on to
what’s familiar? If so, then Marvin Bell’s challenging “Dead Man” poems might meet
our resistance, but shouldn’t a writer be able to expect readers to follow into new and
exciting territory?

We keep asking our writers to “grow” when it’s not clear what we mean, yet I
find myself examining books with precisely this request hovering in the back of my
mind. In other words, I often compare an author to his or her earlier self, and I look
for thematic or technical progressions—something to show me which directions the
work is going to take, and what is of new concern to the writer.
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