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Introduction

A well-written review is a work of literary art. 

Reviewing helps sharpen writing skills, deepens the reading
experience, and increases the writer’s publication credits. Not only
that, but reviewing books engages the writer in the conversation
around literature.  

A few years ago, I decided to get serious about reviewing poetry
books. I immersed myself in the book-reviewing craft, reviewing
two, and sometimes three, books a month, which I published in my
newly launched newsletter, Sticks & Stones.  

I’ve always enjoyed writing book reviews, and had published close to
fifteen before I started Sticks & Stones. I decided to make poetry
book reviews the heart of the newsletter, and invited poets with
books published in the last year to send me copies. I received many
books, and choose twenty-five for the first year. 

In this ebook, I’ll share what I’ve learned after reviewing close to
seventy poetry books so far, my method for reviewing, and a list of
journals that accept reviews.
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The Exploratory Review

I’ve come to realize something about the reviewing process. Every book I
review is unique, and therefore dictates the type of review it receives. I call
this style of reviewing The Exploratory Review, which combines elements of
narrative, description, and exposition. In the exploratory review, the book
leads the way instead of the reviewer.

We generally consider a review to be a critique, or a work of opinion. That’s
true for many reviews, whether of literature, film, food, or art. The reviewer is
out to convince the reader of a particular point of view; i.e., the book was
delightful or boring, the film sensational or regrettable, the meal delicious or
average, the art shocking or banal.

In the exploratory review, however, the reviewer’s opinion is less important
than the potential reader’s experience of the book. In other words, the
reviewer is less concerned with convincing a reader of a book’s worth, and
more concerned with making the book available for the reader’s own
estimation. This process respects the reviewing triad: author, reviewer, and
reader.

When I review a book of poems, I’m not looking for something to criticize.
As Anjali Enjeti writes in Secrets of the Book Critics, “I’d much rather
celebrate a book than criticize it.” This doesn’t mean that I’m some kind of
Pollyanna, heaping praise on every book I review. Nor am I aiming for a
balance between the two; i.e., “this was bad” but “this was good.” My goal as a
reviewer is pry open a book of poems and let the light out, or dive deeply into
the dark. Calling these experiences “good” or “bad” oversimplifies the
process.
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The exploratory review allows me to create an encounter for the reader
rather than take a stand. My opinion is not primary; after all, the reader
may or may not share it, or might agree with me only part of the time.
Knowing this, my obligation is to unlock the book, to look for themes, and
to generate interest. 

As critic David Ulin puts it, “In the best reviews, the book is just a starting
point, which is not an argument for self-indulgence but for its opposite:
the deep dive, the conversation on which all literature (and yes, book
reviews are a form of literature, or should be) depends.” The review should
be able to stand on its own as a piece of writing, even as it comments on
another piece of writing. 

Allowing the book to lead the way frees both reviewer and reader. It’s like
landscape: some people prefer the mountains, and some the ocean. I’ve
been to both, and they move me in different ways.
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How I Review a Poetry Collection

1.     I read the whole book several times.
        a.     First, I read it as if I were not planning to review it. I just enjoy the
                book. I read every poem, but not necessarily in order; one of the 
                things I love about poetry books is that they don’t have to be read 
                sequentially. In fact, reading poetry books out of order often 
                reveals themes not apparent when reading the poems sequentially. 
               They’re also small, so I always have one tucked in my purse.

        b.    The second time, I read the book with more discipline. I read it in 
                order, take notes and track page numbers. I then write a one-
                paragraph summary of the book. This helps me pull together the 
                many impressions that poetry makes on me as a reader.
                            Example: Here’s how I summarized Jenene Ravesloot’s 
                            Sliders, the first review I wrote for Sticks & Stones: “The 
                            poems themselves disturb, but the most disturbing thing 
                            about this collection is how easily the reader slips under    
                            their spell, accepting the skewed mores of the world they 
                            create. Light flickers in these poems like in a noir film, a 
                            murky, amoral world of predators and prey.”

       c.     The third and subsequent times through, I re-read the passages 
               that stood out. I begin to get a sense of what I will say about the 
               book. By now, I have noticed certain things about the book as a 
               whole, i.e., the poet’s style and skill. Does this poet take risks? Stick 
               to familiar themes? Use forms?

2.     After reading the book several times, certain poems will haunt me.
        Themes emerge, as well as connections between poems, small links and
         groupings. 
               Example: in Maw Shein Win’s Invisible Gifts, I noticed a theme 
               throughout the book, which I called “the creation of small, self-
               contained universes.”
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  3.     I start writing the review. Often, the first paragraph is the most 
          difficult for me. I don’t want to repeat myself or use clichés, so I work 
          hard to make the first sentences of the review as fresh and interesting 
          as I possibly can.      
               Example: when writing my review for Megan Peak’s 
               Girldom, I wanted to find a way to link the frequent appearance of
               insects in the book to its theme: “Few, if any, girls come of age 
               without understanding the innate power and vulnerability of their 
               own sexual maturity. All it takes is one comment – as in the poem 
               “Stinger in the Wound,” from Megan Peak’s debut poetry 
               collection Girldom – to impart this knowledge as surely as a taste 
               of Eve’s apple. “Honey, you been bedded?” emerges from the 
               mouth of             
                                … a man on the bus with a jaw            
                                like a wasp’s nest – all pock & pulp.”

4.     I tend to follow the book in chronological order as I write the review, as
        I imagine a reader reading the review would want to follow the book 
        the same way.

5.     I quote extensively from poems in the book. I believe the reader will get
        a sense of the book from these quotes, but I also think the fragments of 
        poetry that appear in quotes have their own life on the page (or the 
        screen), like scraps of beautiful fabric.
             Example: Abby E. Murray’s Hail and Farewell had many of these 
             provocative fragments. I used them to illustrate the emotional toll of
             being a military spouse:            
                                   women in stilettos…and babies in car seats                                    
                                   next to posters that say Nice to meet you, Dad!
and
                                  orange and yellow with flashes of red, 
                                  the color of so many explosions I’ve watched on the news.
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6.     For the newsletter, I keep the reviews under 700 words. However,
        if I’m writing for a journal that asks for a longer word count, I’ll 
        write more. 

A few more things about reviewing:
·      I study the covers of the books I review carefully. Sometimes they
       give me a place to start.
           Examples: the covers of Hail and Farewell by Abby E. Murray, 
           Waking Life by Cynthia Anderson, and Keeper of the Pond by 
           Margaret Stawowy contributed to my understanding of the 
           books.
·      I fully expect the book I’m reviewing to delight and amaze me. So
       far, so good.
·      I am not necessarily giving my personal opinion about a book. I’m
       giving it as complete and fair a review as I can. Writers have 
       trusted me with their books, and I take that seriously.  

I enjoy Secrets of the book critics, a new feature at LitHub. One of my
favorite reviewers is David Biespiel.
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27 Journals That Publish Reviews 
1. Adirondack Review 
2. American Book Review   
3. Blue Ink Review 
4. Booklist 
5. Calyx 
6. Cider Press 
7. Coldfront 
8. Colorado Review 
9. Compulsive Reader 
10. The Copperfield Review 
11. Gulf Coast 
12. Iowa Review 
13. Main Street Rag 
14. New Delta Review 
15. New Haven Review 
16. New Letters 
17. New Pages 
18. Newfound 
19. Pank 
20. The Pedestal 
21. Pleiades 
22. Rain Taxi 
23. The Rumpus 
24. The Saint Ann’s Review 
25. Stirring 
26. Under a Warm Green Linden
27. West Branch

7

http://www.theadirondackreview.com/submissions.html
http://www.theadirondackreview.com/submissions.html
http://americanbookreview.org/FAQ.asp#a4
https://www.blueinkreview.com/reviewer-guidelines/
https://www.blueinkreview.com/reviewer-guidelines/
https://www.booklistonline.com/writing-for-booklist
https://www.booklistonline.com/writing-for-booklist
https://www.calyxpress.org/book-reviews/
https://ciderpressreview.submittable.com/submit/134636/cpr-reviews-of-full-length-poetry-books
https://ciderpressreview.submittable.com/submit/134636/cpr-reviews-of-full-length-poetry-books
http://coldfrontmag.com/submissions/
http://coldfrontmag.com/submissions/
https://coloradoreview.colostate.edu/colorado-review/submit/
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https://www.newletters.org/submissions/
https://www.newletters.org/submissions/
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https://www.newpages.com/faq/reviewer-guidelines
https://newfound.org/contribute-journal/
https://newfound.org/contribute-journal/
https://pankmagazine.submittable.com/submit
https://www.thepedestalmagazine.com/submissions/
https://www.thepedestalmagazine.com/submissions/
https://pleiadesmag.com/submit/
https://www.raintaxi.com/submitadvertise/rain-taxi-submission-guidelines/
https://www.raintaxi.com/submitadvertise/rain-taxi-submission-guidelines/
https://therumpus.submittable.com/submit
https://therumpus.submittable.com/submit
https://saintannsreview.submittable.com/submit
https://saintannsreview.submittable.com/submit
https://www.stirringlit.com/submit/
https://www.stirringlit.com/submit/
https://www.greenlindenpress.com/submit
https://westbranchsubmissions.bucknell.edu/


Erica's bio

Erica Goss served as Poet Laureate of Los Gatos, California from 2013-2016.
Her latest poetry collection, Night Court, won the 2016 Lyrebird Prize from
Glass Lyre Press. She is the author of Wild Place (2012, Finishing Line Press)
and Vibrant Words: Ideas and Inspirations for Poets (2014, Pushpen Press).

As Poet Laureate for Los Gatos, she organized the first St. Patrick's Day
Poetry Walk, created Poems-in-the-Window (local businesses displayed
poems during National Poetry Month), recorded The Poetry Podcast (50-plus
recordings of poems in a variety of languages), established the first Los Gatos
Poet Laureate Scholarship, and launched The Poetry Kitchen, a poetry
reading series at the Los Gatos Library.

Erica's work is featured in numerous anthologies and journals, including Pearl,
Ekphrasis, Main Street Rag, Café Review, Perigee, Dash Literary Journal,
Eclectica, Up the Staircase, Lake Effect, Consequence, Stirrings, Convergence,
Passager, Atticus Review, Gravel, Tinderbox Review, Caveat Lector, Rattle,
Zoland Poetry, Spillway, San Pedro Rover Review, Comstock Review, Contrary,
and Innisfree Poetry Journal. She received the Zocalo Poetry Prize in 2019 and
the Many Mountains Moving Prize for poetry in 2011. She was nominated for
the Pushcart Prize in 2010, 2013, and 2017, Best of the Net in 2016, 2017, and 
 2020, and received the first Edwin Markham Prize for poetry, judged by
California Poet Laureate Al Young. Wild Place was also a finalist in the 2010
White Eagle Coffee Store Press Chapbook Contest, and received a special
mention from Jacar Press's 2010 Chapbook Contest.

Erica was the host of Word to Word, a Show About Poetry, on KCAT Cable
TV in Los Gatos, and wrote The Third Form, a column about video poetry,
for Connotation Press. She is the co-founder of Media Poetry Studio, a
poetry-and-film camp for teen girls. In 2018, Erica founded Girls' Voices
Matter, an arts education program for teen girls. Erica lives in Eugene,
Oregon, and teaches classes in poetry, memoir and video.
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