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TAKING THE MEASURE OF THE MUSIC
A Preface

“Lyric essay: an essay with pretty language.” Such is the definition that author
Chris Offutt puts forth in his humorous The Offutt Guide to Literary Terms,
originally published in the Seneca Review backin 2007 and excerpted in Harp-
er’s in 2008. Offutt is goofing around with this and other such offerings as
“creative nonfiction: prose that is true, except in the case of memoir” and
“academic essay: alas, an unread form required for tenure.”

But one could do worse than his tongue-in-cheek definition of lyric
essay as a jumping off point for defining this hybrid genre, a genre that
prioritizes the beauty of words and the structures a writer can build with
them. In fact, when Heidi Czerwiec approached us in the spring of 2022
with a proposal for this very volume, she wrote, “the lyric essay is distin-
guished by its attention to language, by the density of its resonances of
sound effects and imagery, techniques that are affiliated with poetry and
adapted into prose.”

In other words, pretty language, but also, so much more. Heidi added that,
“The lyric essay is achieving a critical mass in publication, even as the critical
work explaining its workings lags.” As fans of this exhilarating albeit hard-to-
pin-down category, which includes many of our contemporary favorites from
Maggie Nelson’s Bluets to Claudia Rankine’s Citizen, as well as several Rose
Metal Press titles, we were intrigued and easily convinced that a Field Guide
exploring these workings was in order.

By July of 2022, Heidi had brought Lee Horikoshi Roripaugh on board as
co-editor, and they set about assembling this collection of 26 writers doing
important and innovative work in this field. The range of topics and styles
gathered here demonstrates how dynamic the pedagogical and craft discus-
sions around the contemporary lyric essay have become: we are grateful to
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all the contributors for lending their voices and expertise to the symposium
of sound and structure that Heidi and Lee envisioned.

As with our previous Field Guides, this fifth entry into the popular and
long-standing series—which began in 2009 with the publication of The Rose
Metal Press Field Guide to Writing Flash Fiction and includes guides to prose
poetry, flash nonfiction, and graphic literature—is designed for individual
writers and scholars hoping to hone their lyric essay craft techniques and for
teachers and students at the high school, undergraduate, and graduate levels
studying and writing lyric essay or looking to expand beyond poetry or nar-
rative nonfiction.

Heidi and Lee’s introduction offers a concise history and overview of the
origins and evolutions of the lyric essay genre. With clarity and enthusiasm,
they present a clear yet flexible definition of what this hybrid is and how it
operates. By looking at where the lyric essay has been and where it’s going,
they deliver a survey of the field thatis sure to give new confidence and know-
how to everyone from the novice practitioner to the most seasoned author.

This Field Guide follows the model of the others in the series: each con-
tributor provides a craft essay about a particular element of the genre, a writ-
ing exercise tied to that craft element, and an example from their work that
illustrates that element in action. Like previous entries in the series, this one
concludes with a list of further reading in the lyric essay, suggested by the
press, editors, and essayists and showcasing the vigor and variety of the field.

We hope this Field Guide will join its four predecessors on your bookshelf,
or kick off your collection of the series, and that it will yield many fruitful for-
ays into the writing of your own lyric essays. Rose Metal Press turns 20 this
year, and it is an honor and a pleasure to enter into our third decade of pub-
lishing and promoting literary work in hybrid genres with this book champi-
oning beautiful language and brilliant erudition.

—Abigail Beckel and Kathleen Rooney
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