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be rattled,” Freely says. “There’s a tendency
to think that you have to travel very close to
the American reader’s known world.”
When discussing the back-and-forth
that creates a strong translation, the aspect
Freely returns to most often is her desire

to convey Turkish words and idioms that
dor't have direct English analogues. In Ma-
donna, for example, the protagonist intro-
duces his wife as his “life companion” (can
yoldasim). The phrase sounds quite banal in
English, but in Turkish, it is a powerful ex-

pression of the longevity of love. “If 'm try-
ing to bring a beautiful Turkish book into
English, I want them to hear the cadences
of Turkish thought,” she says. “Not just the
music of the language, but the music of the

way of thinking.”

“Kingmaker” to Gatekeeper

Stephanie Burt’s new role in the poetry world

by TARA WANDA MERRIGAN

ROFESSOR OF ENGLISH Stephanie

Burt "94 is the kind of poetry critic

who provokes anger in other poetry

critics. Called a “kingmaker” by The
New York Times Magagzine in 2012, Burt writes
often for the Times, but also for The London Re-
view of Books and The Times Literary Supplement.
She’s the kind of poetry critic who shapes
how readers think of the literary climate,
through projects like The Poem Is You, her an-
thology of 60 worthwhile works of contem-
porary poetry, and through several books of
literary scholarship and her own volumes of
verse (the most recent, Advice from the Lights,
was released this October).

Success alone can stoke negative senti-
ments in competitors, but Burt’s particular
critical persona—gracious and enthusias-
tic, verging on hyperbolic—has made her a
target. “Gleeful and gorgeous,” Burt wrote
of Angie Estes’s collection in 2009; “Few
writers have shown at once the vividness
and the evasions of memory so well,” Burt
characterized Killarney Clary. In 2013 (be-
fore Burt began exclusively using female pro-
nouns), a New Republic critic complained that
Burt “strains enough superlatives to make
his praise seem cheap.” The piece claimed
that Burt spent too much time explaining
how a poem worked, rather than deciding
whether or not a poem was worth reading,
and let the audience down by refusing to sort
the great from the good from the bad. Burt
responded in the online arts review Partisan
that as a poetry critic, she was more con-
cerned with looking for originality than de-
fining works as major or minor. “If T look only
for greatness,” Burt wrote, “for what’s likely
to ‘change the conversation’ or last a hundred
years or demonstrate mastery or advance the
whole art, 'm going to miss a lot of what’s

pleasing, enlighten-
ing, beautiful, now.”

The question of
what is “worth”
reading can be in-
credibly fraught,
and Burt is keenly
aware of how her
personal biases may
color her evalua-
tions. This summer,
she was named co-
poetry editor of The
Nation (along with
Carmen Giménez
Smith), a weekly
with a longstanding
reputation for being
a sort of intellectual
standard-bearer for the American left. When
asked in August about how she would ap-
proach her new position, she launched into
an explanation about how the poetry eco-
system has become more demographically
diverse in recent decades, and rattled off a
list of her own identities: transgender, Har-
vard-educated, Jewish, white. These social
markers, she said, will affect her taste when
choosing poems for the magazine. Burt lat-
er explained by email, “If I read and love a
poem about trans lady identity and fighting
transmisogyny, or about raising a toddler, or
about watching Maya Moore shoot three-
pointers, or about the Dark Phoenix saga,
or about reading Gerard Manley Hopkins,
I can't be entirely sure whether it’s a great
poem, or just an OK poem that I like because
I'm drawn to the subject.”

Nonetheless, she thinks that disentangling
the influence of her own personal tastes from
her judgment of a poenr’s worth and value

is vital, especially given recent changes in
American poetry. “To do a good job of un-
derstanding where American poetry is in
general,” she said, “and choose poems that I
want to recommend to strangers, I get to—
and have to—think about the experience of
people of color more than I thought I would
have to when I got into this line of work.”
As poetry editor, Burt will act as an ad-
vocate not only for diverse poetry but also
for the magazine’s readers. “We expect to
receive (and therefore, probably, to publish)
some poems in harmony with the progres-
sive mission in the front of the magazine, be-
cause in a giant universe of poets who could
send their work anywhere, poets who think
about social justice a lot are incrementally
more likely than others to send their work
to The Nation, Burt wrote. “But I hope we
worr't condescend or get predictable.”
This mindfulness is a skill she first devel-
oped while an undergraduate—but not while

78  NOVEMBER - DECEMBER 2017

Photograph by Stu Rosner

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746




writing art reviews for The Harvard Crimson or
discussing poetry at The Harvard Advocate, as
one might suspect. The student paper taught
her how to write on deadline, and the liter-
ary magazine provided her with a commu-
nity, “but the thing that has most influenced
my gatekeepership—where I learned to sort
and select—was doing the radio show Record
Hospital” on WHRB, then housed in the base-
ment of Memorial Hall. “To do a good audio
show, you have to keep the audience in mind.
If you are doing a college radio show where
you pick the records and you want to do it
well, you have to think about what's a dis-
covery for you, what's a discovery for your lis-
teners, what your listeners expect, what will
make them tune out, what will make them
call you, what will make them say ‘Wow!
What was that? That’s amazing, what will
make them say, ‘That's my favorite song and
I haverrt heard it in five years.”

Nonetheless, Burt felt ready to take on
these responsibilities again in her new po-
sition. “It’s a kind of power that I am okay
with having and would like to wield respon-
sibly and also collaboratively,” she says. “It
feels good.”
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Believe It or Not!

In Bunk, Kevin Young showcases America’s history of hoaxes.

by NIELA ORR

OR ME, it’s not the commemora-

tive McDonald’s commercials, nor

the reverent social-media hashtags,

nor simply the calendar that signals
Black History Month: it's February when
the Sophia Stewart Matrix Hoax recircu-
lates around the Web. The legend goes that
Stewart, who's black, pitched a short story
to the Wachowskis back in 1986, which they
plagiarized and turned into the Matrix fran-
chise and, inexplicably, The Terminator saga.
Supposedly Stewart sued them and Warner
Bros. for copyright infringement and won a
multibillion-dollar judgment. That this story
has been debunked on Snopes.com and else-
where does not keep it from finding an au-
dience. Although the misinformation alleg-
edly began in 2004, with an article published
in a Salt Lake City student newspaper, the

Stewart hoax persists more than a decade
later because some of us want to believe it.
Kevin Young’s new book, Bunk: The Rise of
Hoaxes, Humbug, Plagiarists, Phonies, Post-Facts,
and Fake News, is as exhaustive as its subtitle:
part survey of modern imposture, part detec-
tive story about the
origins of American
fakery. Though he
detours in Europe,
profiling art forg-
ers like Han Van
Meegeren and a
few other non-American figures, the focus is
mostly on the history of artifice in this coun-
try. It’s an important book for 2017, not only
because “fake news” is a part of the zeitgeist,
but because public discourse about white
supremacy and political hucksterism suffers
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