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The essays in this collection, all brief excursions into a series of artistic processes 

born of individual engagement with multivalent ideas about the task of the artist in the 

world, construct a point of confluence among voices whose viewpoints, aesthetic 

approaches, or identities have somehow been overlooked, or even dismissed, in 

academic discourse about aesthetics. As I think the most interesting aspect of art and its 

genesis is the revelation of truths about which we possess imperfect knowledge—things 

we can conceptualize, perhaps, but don’t yet wholly know—I wanted to assemble a 

collage of margins: notions & approaches thoroughly realized and practiced by an 

individual mind, and yet perhaps not yet fully mined, or even discovered, by a vaster 

audience. Such a dynamic interplay of ideas is what makes Among Margins a necessary 

discourse in a culture increasingly dominated by assimilable fears and static 

approbation of traditional choices. 

Among Margins is a project that feels very personal to me: my own aesthetic 

sensibilities are deeply influenced by the aspects of my identity about which I feel the 

most conflicted—the parts of me that I privately realize do not necessarily correspond 

with others’ expectations or assumptions about who I am, and what I do or do not 

know. Perhaps because of how I understand myself and my own lived experiences, I 

have always been interested in art that toys with convention, that resists genre, that 

subverts tradition—the niches, the in-between spaces that are not so easily defined. I 

see margins everywhere. Perhaps this is why I was immediately so drawn to Kazim Ali’s 

beautiful essay, “Workshop,” which reminds me of how mystical and miraculous the 

creative process can be, or heartstruck by Bhanu Kapil’s insistence, in her “Mutations 

and Deletions (2): For Ban,” on repeatedly finding—and repeatedly frustrating—



multiple points of entry into traumatic truths, or fascinated by Marguerite Van Cook 

and James Romberger’s shared approach to creating evanescent literature, as expressed 

in “Empathy and Collaboration.” These essays, and the others of the collection, remind 

us that every margin can be a frontier or a threshold into discovery. 

How we exchange among ourselves ideas about less-familiar ways of 

approaching beauty is important to understanding who we are; equally important is the 

need for such conversations about aesthetic value to be inclusive and accessible to 

everyone—regardless of their situation within an academic approach to the arts, their 

mastery in the creation of those arts, or their appreciation of those arts in life. As my 

parents are university professors, my upbringing involved a focus on the examination 

of ideas with rigor and discipline, the cultivation of an intensely critical engagement 

with the world around me (as these are the ways in which the academy teaches us to 

negotiate and to value, respectively). My spouse is a metal worker who was not 

formally educated beyond high school, and our life explores the interactive nature of 

shaping ideas, and the deliberate choice to approach beauty as it is experienced, rather 

than prescribed. And yet, the familiar academy-vs.-non-academy dichotomy feels 

deceptively reductive: my artist friends who specialize in tattoos, graffiti, installation 

art, and woodwork have repeatedly revealed to me the importance of a multiplicity of 

influences. Our exchanges have taught me to celebrate a plurality of choice in the 

creation of a personal aesthetic, and in the interpretation or study of all aesthetic 

approaches. 

My engagement with the academy has highlighted the value of precision in 

conceptual beauty. Sharing my life with people who are firmly rooted outside of the 

academy has taught me the value of an intimacy beyond abstraction—one which 

heightens the proximity of our reach for that which delights and demands interaction. 

This anthology strikes me as an appeal to a way of thinking that values reality, and 

interaction with reality, over scripted expectation. 

Beauty itself has become not only a commodity but an industry in contemporary 

American culture—as I am acutely aware, given my own experiences as an editor, my 

own literary forays into the world of experience, and the passion by which I am 



compelled to appreciate the works I love (or cringe from, in the case of those that 

reinforce unquestioned uniformity). Our industry, which revolves around the 

production and distribution of what is beautiful, also shapes our perceptions of 

ourselves, functioning both visibly and invisibly as a cultural matrix through which we 

learn how to value the things that make our reflections appear to resonate in the spaces 

and against the surfaces that surround us—another way in which our ideas about 

beauty intersect with our notions of intimacy, and our abilities to critically engage with 

reality. Other individuals and organizations have already noted similar insights: VIDA, 

Lambda, VONA, Kundiman, and the Mongrel Coalition Against Gringpo (to name only 

a few) have all been vocal in recent years in discussing and necessarily problematizing 

aesthetics that do not come from felt or lived experience; additionally, other individuals 

and groups within the greater literary community have asked us all to consider the 

issues of “the MFA poem,” the position(s) of literary and aesthetic gatekeepers, and the 

publish-or-perish mentality that sometimes causes arts inside of academia to suffer—

giving rise to a sense of uniformity that embraces neither risk nor diversity. In some 

ways, this book is an answer to these questions about the Problem(s) of the Beautiful. 

And yet, beauty also exists in many facets of the world that have little to do with 

elitism, vitalism, or materiality. There is something about the way we define art—and 

the way I believe we should define art—that continues to transcend our individual 

functions, respectively, within the machinery of society. Perhaps beauty can feel like 

salvation because it reveals a kind of authenticity that most of us are not fortunate 

enough to frequently encounter in the more routine or mundane moments of our 

existence. This book, then, offers reprieve, in the form of beautifully-wrought essays 

that make it their mission to uncover overlooked and often difficult or uncomfortable 

truths—in the name of pursuing, or advocating for, what is beautiful. 

If we value authenticity, we must insist upon inclusivity, accessibility, and 

diversity in our conversations about what is beautiful: these qualities are integral to a 

version of reality in which complexity remains unreduced. And while we create 

efficient pathways for ourselves to negotiate everyday life, frequently buying into rather 

limited narratives about who we are and what purposes we serve in the world, I believe 



that each of us has more to contribute than is evident at these choked meeting points 

between people from different walks of life—which are often so limited by the 

gatekeepers of our literary, artistic, and academic communities. Indeed, as Camille 

Dungy points out in “The Words that Write the Poems Build the Walls,” even the 

language that we use reflexively, as habitual idiom, frequently signals inclusion and 

exclusion. Our concepts of community are often surprisingly fragile in their artifice. 

While this can certainly function as an undesirable trait, it can also be used in the name 

of progress—as Carmen Giménez-Smith points out in “Four Parts of an Idea about 

White Privilege,” when she delineates the methods by which we might each participate 

in mending the ruptures and rifts that we have, even if passively, already participated 

in creating: “Being inclusive,” she writes, “without being exclusive.” 

With all of this in mind, Among Margins offers its reader many different ways 

to consider both the creation and the consumption of beauty: these essays are authentic, 

erudite, and complex. They do not merely withstand intellectual scrutiny, but invite it—

without the obfuscating scrim of academic jargon. Here are so many ways for one to 

practice thinking about the myriad hows and whys of art—and hear them echoed back 

by innovative, creative minds, from a series of pages bound between an 

uncompromising, convention-defiant front and back cover. Even as the ideas contained 

in this book present so many different ways of approaching questions of beauty & truth, 

so the physical object of the book itself manages to enact these attitudes, subverting 

many traditional elements of how we might usually expect a book to be put together.  

I feel fortunate that this labor of love took its physical shape under the reflective, 

challenging design work of Cindi Kusuda; her meticulous composition asks the reader 

to question the definition of a book and how we understand it. Where do we locate our 

Contents? How is legibility rendered? And then we open it—to all of these answers, and 

more. May they delight & enlighten & yet still, a little, confound you. 
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