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Introduction

OVER THE SIX YEARS I’ve been working for this magazine, a 
single question has been put to me more than any other. What sort of work 
do you publish? Occasionally the query comes from folks without much 
sense of what it is that literary journals do, or what small magazines like 
ours have done to keep literature alive in this country. In that case, it’s 
easy: I just tell them that we publish poetry, fiction, and nonfiction, in 
roughly equal amounts. Sounds simple, anyway. 

Yet hidden within any of these categories is a multiheaded beast, with 
its genealogy straight out of classical mythology. Take the last of these as 
example: Why should our essays, with their historical or public affairs focus, 
necessarily be grouped with stories that simply happen to have actually 
happened? Does the latter then belong with the fiction, as if all stories are 
just stories? Or do we publish four kinds of things, not three? And, for that 
matter, what’s with those counts? How do we figure our “roughly equal” 
amounts — do we count authors, or titles? Given that we publish mostly 
short poems, how might the quantity of poetry be said to equal the prose, 
when any page count of the latter will greatly exceed the former? And 
what about short shorts, what some call flash fiction? Simple is rarely 
simple. And nothing is simple when there’s something real at stake: the 
default definitions of what it is we’re reading, and why.

Most times, however, the question comes from someone with an evident 
investment in our answer, someone who ought to know something about 
literary magazines and their history — after all, they’ve already decided to 
throw their lot in with our mob. In such cases, the query is essentially this: 
Is the sort of thing you publish the sort of thing I write? Not the most precise of 
wordings, admittedly, but the aim here is to identify potentially overlapping 
sets; no one wants to hit a bull in the eye. For this familiar question, I hope 
to be forgiven recourse to a pat answer. We’re more interested in the world 



351

than the self, I often respond. This review began, five decades and six years 
ago, by quoting Ralph Waldo Emerson on the goals for his own literary 
review, begun over a century earlier. “This country needs to be extricated 
from its delirium,” Emerson commented. “A journal that would meet the 
real wants of this time must have a courage and power sufficient to solve 
the problems [of] the great groping society around us.” Over a century 
and a half later, we’ve become understandably less sanguine about finding 
solutions, yet that doesn’t mean we are any less committed to the effort. 
And we do believe that said solutions, wherever and whenever, will be 
found in the “inspired . . . inevitable utterance” of poetry and fiction and, 
yes, nonfiction: “to such” — as Emerson himself put it — “our journal is 
freely and solicitously open.” 

That said, with our Fall issue of 2015, I now find myself with a 
new — and improved — answer to this question of what. You want to know 
what we publish? Read this issue. And, yes, that’s my final answer. Though 
one can get a strong sense of a magazine’s purview and aspirations from its 
special issues or special sections, such features are put together largely by 
soliciting the work of known quantities. Special issues are not chock-full 
of over-the-transom attractions like the number you now hold, actually 
or virtually, in your hands. Here you will find — as always — some names 
you’ll recognize and others you’ll learn to seek out. The vast majority, I 
assure you, came to us asking implicitly the same timid, curious, hopeful 
question that others voice explicitly. 

This is our most fully reasoned response, so read on, from the first page 
to the last. Identify for yourself the family resemblances. The treasures a 
magazine stores up are found between the covers.

Jim Hicks
for the editors


