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Preface

This volume introduces and provides wide-ranging perspectives on English-
language prose poetry, discussing a broad range of examples. Prose poetry is a
highly significant literary form flourishing in most English-speaking countries and
it deserves sustained critical attention. Because of the contemporary renaissance
in prose poetry, we focus to a considerable degree on works written in the last forty
or fifty years. To convey a sense of how the form has evolved, however, we also
consider a selection of compelling prose poems from the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

English-language prose poetry had a checkered history for most of the twenti-
eth century and only fully emerged as a major poetic form in recent decades. We
explore prose poetry’s trajectory as a literary form and discuss the emergence of
significant key practitioners—some of whose views have strongly influenced the
way the form has been received and understood. The views of many scholars and
critics of the prose poem are also represented and discussed as we probe the ways
in which they have characterized or defined what has often been understood as a
contradictory or paradoxical literary form.

Although our focus is on English-language prose poetry, we also provide some
examples of prose poetry in translation, mainly to illustrate prose poetry’s develop-
ment in nineteenth-century France, and to give a brief indication of prose poetry’s
literary antecedents. We are particularly interested in what constitutes, and may
be said to define, a prose poem, and in the question of how prose poetry differs
from (while using many of the same devices as) lineated lyric poetry and poetic
prose. We also trace the social, historical, cultural, and aesthetic contexts that have
informed prose poetry’s development.

In order to link the history and evolution of prose poetry to contemporary
examples of the form, and thereby to contextualize and explicate the practice of
contemporary prose poets, we have divided this volume into three parts. Part 1
( “Beginnings,” chapters 1 to 3) introduces prose poetry and discusses the periods
and contexts from which it grew. Chapter 1 focuses on prose poetry’s development
in nineteenth-century France and its early reception and subsequent critical views
about the form. It defines the prose poem’s main features and discusses the chal-
lenge prose poetry presents to established ideas of literary genre. Chapters 2 and
3 explore specific historical contexts for understanding prose poetry’s develop-
ment—its relationship to the Romantic fragment in England and Germany, the
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way fragmentariness is a defining feature of the form, and the connection of many
of prose poetry’s characteristically diverse rhythms to the urban centers in which
it developed. This includes a consideration of both the rhythms of perambulation
and—in terms of recent work—prose poetry’s suitability for the articulation of
postmodern experience.

Part 2 (“Against Convention,” chapters 4 to 6) provides different perspectives
on the ways in which prose poetry challenges or defies traditional literary assump-
tions or expresses itself in unconventional ways. Prose poetry may not always be
subversive but, as chapter 4 demonstrates, it does not conform to the expectations
associated with either conventional, lineated lyric poetry or conventional narrative
prose. Importantly, prose poetry is an open form that rarely exhibits the kinds of
formal closure associated with the lineated lyric, even in its free verse manifesta-
tions. Chapter 5 considers the American neo-surreal as an influential strand of
prose poetry, adapting ideas that originated with the surrealists to challenge as-
sumptions about how the world should be understood, and prose-poetic narratives
ought to be read. Prose poetry’s distortion of space and time is the focus of chapter
6, which explores the effects created by prose poetry’s simultaneously condensed
and onrushing language.

Part 3 (“Methods and Contexts,” chapters 7 to 10) examines how individual
prose poems employ particular literary techniques and devices to achieve charac-
teristic effects, and highlights two of the important and particular contexts that
strongly influence contemporary practitioners. The use of visual imagery remains
a hallmark of prose poetry as the twenty-first century unfolds, and chapter 7 ex-
amines how such imagery relates to evocations of memory, and the continuing
connection of some of prose poetry’s effects to those generated by photographs
and ekphrastic responses to a range of art forms. The use of metonymy and meta-
phor is another central feature of prose poetry, and chapter 8 discusses the impor-
tance of such figurative language to reading and interpreting individual works,
allowing an understanding of the ways in which many prose poems simultane-
ously present a variety of possible (often shifting) interpretations. This chapter also
looks at prose poetry’s resonant employment of intertextuality to enrich its con-
tent. The final two chapters (9 and 10) focus on specific contexts for, and features
evident in, contemporary prose poetry, especially works written by women—in-
cluding the strong emergence of feminist themes and ideas in recent decades and
the influence of online publishing and social media, in which prose poetry has
powerfully established its presence.

Prose poetry is an expansive and rapidly developing field with many strands
and numerous practitioners. We thank prose poets everywhere for their help and
inspiration, and for the many thousands of prose poems that enriched our lives
while we undertook research and wrote this book.
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CHAPTER 1

Introducing the Prose Poem

ProSE POETRY’s “PROBLEM” OF DEFINITION

The prose poem in English is now established as an important literary form in
many countries at a time when the composition and publication of poetry is thriv-
ing. While prose poetry is still written and published less often than lineated
poetry, notable books of prose poems have been produced—including Mark
Strand’s acclaimed volume, 7he Monument (1978);! Charles Simic’s Pulitzer Prize—
winning 7he World Doesn't End (1989); Luke Kennard’s 7he Solex Brothers (2005),
winner of an Eric Gregory Award; Claudia Rankine’s multi-award-winning, hy-
brid work, Citizen: An American Lyric (2014); and Eve Joseph’s Quarrels (2018),
winner of the Griffin Prize.

Such books demonstrate prose poetry’s capacity to articulate poetic ideas in
ways that are conspicuously different from contemporary lineated lyric poetry*—
now usually defined as short, sometimes musical forms of poetry that appear to
address personal emotions and feelings, often using the first-person voice. How-
ever, while poetry generally continues to be recognized as a literary genre highly
suited to expressing intense emotion, grappling with the ineffable and the inti-
mate, and while lineated lyric poetry is widely admired for its thythms and musi-
cality, the main scholarship written about English-language prose poetry to date
defines the form as problematic, paradoxical, ambiguous, unresolved, or contra-
dictory. This is despite the fact that a prose poem rarely looks unapproachable,
unfinished, or confused. In some instances, the prose poem has even been por-
trayed as little more than illusory or nonsensical, as in this quotation from poet

George Barker:

Like the Loch Ness monster the prose poem is a creature of whose existence
we have only very uncertain evidence. Sometimes it seems to appear, like a
series of undulating coils, out of the dithyrambs of Walt Whitman; several
French critics claim to have taken photographs of this extraordinary beast, and
a great many American poets possess tape recordings of the rhapsodies it
chants up from the depths of the liberated imagination.?

*We are using the term “lineated lyric poetry” as opposed to “lyric poetry” to acknowledge that there
are also lyric prose poems.
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The common observation that the term “prose poetry” appears to contain a
contradiction is not surprising given that poetry and prose are often understood
to be fundamentally different kinds of writing. Prose poetry has also been de-
scribed as “a poem written in prose instead of verse,” characterized as a form that
“avails itself of the elements of prose ... while foregrounding the devices of
poetry,” defined in relation to flash fiction and microfiction, and compared to free
verse.? In the first issue of 7he Prose Poem: An International Journal, the editor and
prose poet Peter Johnson states, “Just as black humor straddles the fine line be-
tween comedy and tragedy, so the prose poem plants one foot in prose, the other
in poetry, both heels resting precariously on banana peels.”

Johnson’s analogy is entertaining and instructive, but the prose poem looks
robust rather than precarious and, despite critics’ vacillations, its literary currency
is increasing to the extent that a number of new prose poetry anthologies and
critical books about prose poetry have been published in recent years, or are in
preparation. These include the Anthology of Australian Prose Poetry (2020), edited
by Cassandra Atherton and Paul Hetherington; the anthologies 7he Valley Press
Anthology of Prose Poetry (2019), edited by Anne Caldwell and Oz Hardwick; A
Cast-Iron Aeroplane thar Can Actually Fly: Commentaries from 80 Contemporary
American Poets on Their Prose Poetry (2019), edited by Peter Johnson; and 7he
Penguin Book of the Prose Poem: From Baudelaire to Anne Carson (2018), edited by
Jeremy Noel-Tod. They also include the essay collections 7he Edinburgh Compan-
ion to the Prose Poem (forthcoming), edited by Mary Ann Caws and Michel Del-
ville, and British Prose Poems: The Poems Without Lines (2018), edited by Jane
Monson, also editor of the 2011 anthology 7his Line Is Not For Turning: An An-
thology of Contemporary British Prose Poetry; and, in Australia, a number of small
anthologies of prose poetry—including Tract: Prose Poems (2017), Cities: Ten
Poets, Ten Cities (2017), Pulse: Prose Poems (2016), and Seam: Prose Poems (2015)
(various editors)—linked to the International Prose Poetry Group started in 2014
by the International Poetry Studies Institute at the University of Canberra.’ In
this book we will discuss a variety of contemporary prose poems, including some
from recent anthologies, because it is instructive to examine diverse examples of
the form and we are interested in the way prose poetry continues to develop at a
rapid pace.

Prose poetry is flourishing for a variety of reasons, one of them being the late
twentieth- and twenty-first-century embrace of apparently hybrid or new literary
forms. Apart from the prose poem, there are many other examples, including
the lyric essay, novels that largely eschew narrative, fictocritical works, poetic
memoir, and epistolary works written as poetry. There are also works that dem-
onstrate a multivalent hybridity, such as graphic novels, which include prose
poems. We explore the hybrid nature of some prose poems in more detail in later
chapters but, generally speaking, the prose poem is one of a number of kinds of
literature that appear to possess the characteristics, or use the techniques, of
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more than one established genre or form. Many of the significant scholars of
prose poetry emphasize this point, including Robert Alexander, Michel Delville,
Stephen Fredman, Jonathan Monroe, Steven Monte, Margueritte S. Murphy,
and Nikki Santilli.”

As some of these critics have acknowledged, the apparently thorny issue about
how to define the terms “poetry,” “prose,” and “prose poetry” may be due partly to
the confusion in many people’s minds between poetry and verse. Santilli notes how
in the twentieth century, Roman Jakobson “is able to shift discussion away from a
verse/prose dialectic to a more liberal concept of ‘poetry’ that may inhabit verse
and nonversified work alike.”® Emmylou Grosser also comments on this distinction
with respect to the Hebrew Bible, observing that “the ancient Hebrew poetic texts
have been passed down to us in mostly unlineated form.” She states, “For those
who view poetry as . . . identifiable by the concentration of certain poetic features
(most of which can also be found in prose), prose and poetry in the Bible are best
viewed as the opposing ends of a continuum . . . [while] prose and verse are best
viewed as distinct categories.”!® Such comments provide, in analogical form, a
summary of some key features of the contemporary debate about prose poetry.

Disagreement about how to understand the term “poetry” is not new. Wlady-
slaw Tatarkiewicz discusses contention among the ancient Greeks about this mat-
ter, noting that Aristotle questioned whether there was an “expression in the Greek
tongue to signify poetry proper.”!! Contemporary debates about how to interpret
the term “poetry” are sometimes even more vexed than those of the ancient world.
Some people understand “poetry” to mean condensed, highly suggestive, and
often imagistic writing composed of lines that do not run to the page’s right-hand
margin or, if they speak of “verse,” they usually invoke the notion that verse is
identifiable by such characteristics as meter and rhyme or other aspects of verse’s
formal patterning of language. When people talk of “prose,” they frequently mean
something like narrative prose fiction.

Such issues demonstrate how questions of literary genre and form remain slip-
pery and continue to generate much discussion and debate. The early difficulty in
categorizing Charles Simic’s volume 7he World Doesn’t End (1989) provides an
example of such slipperiness in practice. The book’s success in winning the Pulitzer
Prize for poetry helped to legitimate prose poetry as a form but, reportedly, Simic
did not write his works with the prose poem form specifically in mind. It was his
editor who negotiated with him in order to make the book more marketable:

I showed [my manuscript] to my editor, who, to my surprise, offered to pub-
lish it. Oddly, it was only then that the question of what to call these lictle
pieces came up. “Don’t call them anything,” I told my editor. “You have to
call them something,” she explained to me, “so that the bookstore knows under
what heading to shelve the book.” After giving it some thought, and with
some uneasiness on my part, we decided to call them prose poems.'?
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Despite such ambiguities, it is unsatisfactory to define a significant literary
form such as the prose poem primarily in terms of writers’ or critics’ uncertainties.
As a significant part of contemporary literature in English, prose poetry deserves
a clear, positive characterization of its features and qualities just as, for example,
the lineated lyric poem or the novel does. This is especially important because the
idea of poetic prose more generally is well established and has a history nearly as
old as literature itself. The prose poem may be, in comparison, a new form, but its
antecedents are venerable, and the idea that poetry may be written in prose is not
anywhere near as radical as some writers suggest.

The Poetry Foundation states that “[t]he definition of a genre changes over
time, and a text often interacts with multiple genres,”*® which is certainly the case
with prose poetry. The Foundation also contends, in the case of genres, and at the
broadest level, that the primary candidates are poetry, drama, nonfiction, and fic-
tion. This is a good, straightforward definition and, making use of it, one may
understand prose poetry as a separate, identifiable, and distinctive literary form—
part of the broad genre of poetry written in the mode of prose. Lewis Turco ex-
plores this point:

[In] the Western Judeo-Christian tradition there is ample precedent for writing
any of the genres—song, narrative poetry, and dramatic poetry, in either of the
modes—prose or verse; therefore, genres do not depend on the modes in which
they are written. “Verse,” a mode, is not equivalent to “poetry,” a genre. To ask
the question “What is the difference between prose and poetry?” is to compare
anchors with bullets.!

Santilli similarly points out that prose is a mode with certain general charac-
teristics: “[W]hile prose poetry is a genre or form, poetic prose describes a prose
style. It is precisely this style that cannot be contained inside the severe perimeters
of the prose poem. Prose enacts a continuum, a process that moves the reader and
itself inexorably onward (not necessarily forward). Poetic prose facilitates this
movement by characteristically florid verbosity. The style of the prose poem, on
the other hand, is constrained by a relatively unnatural brevity.”"®

Her discussion of poetic prose and its “florid verbosity” supports the impor-
tance of making a clear distinction between the prose poem (as a compressed and
concise literary form) and the more general notion of poetic prose. While poetic
prose often features an explicit use of elaborate literary figures and an expressively
meandering way of moving—often across many pages—the prose poem is neces-
sarily short, often less than one page. Prose poetry is a disciplined form that im-
plicitly asserts and reveals some significant continuities between poetry and prose,
making clear that poetry—as well as being written in verse or free verse—may be
written in the mode of prose.

The opening of one of the well-known works from Simic’s volume 7he World
Doesn'’t End illustrates these distinctions nicely:
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We were so poor I had to take the place of the
bait in the mousetrap. All alone in the cellar, I
could hear them pacing upstairs, tossing and turn-

ing in their beds.'

We discuss this work at greater length in the chapters that follow, but it is useful
to note at this juncture that it is written in the mode of prose while inhabiting the
genre of poetry, and it takes the form of a prose poem. This is to say that despite
conveying a brief narrative, its main meanings derive from the weird, open, and
poetic suggestiveness of its imagery. Works such as this one do not constitute a
genre in their own right and are best understood as a form of poetry.

Prosaic PoETRY AND PoETIC PROSE

Before we discuss the features of prose poetry in more detail, it is worth remember-
ing that the differences between lineated lyric poetry and poetic prose (other than
in their use of lines and stanzas compared to sentences and paragraphs) have never
been entirely clear-cut. This has especially been the case since the advent of so-
called free verse in the nineteenth century, where many free verse poems tended
to be prosaic in their rhythms, even as they exploited line breaks for poetic effect.
The nineteenth-century American poet Walt Whitman, for instance, frequently
constructed his poems as if they were an exotic species of prose:

Trippers and askers surround me,
People I meet, the effect upon me of my early life or the ward
and city I live in, or the nation,
The latest dates, discoveries, inventions, societies, authors old and new,
My dinner, dress, associates, looks, works, compliments, dues,
The real or fancied indifference of some man or woman I love,
The sickness of one of my folks or of myself, or ill-doing or loss or lack of

money, or depressions or exaltations,"”

This example from “Song of Myself” exemplifies Whitman’s fondness for catalogs
or lists. It has a striking poetic effect that owes part of its power to literary tech-
niques with broadly reiterative and repetitive tendencies that have been employed
since antiquity. His poetic rhythms also draw on the demotic rhythms of speech
and some of the rhythms of prose fiction—remembering that he started out as a
novelist rather than a poet.

While in Leaves of Grass (1855) Whitman is indubitably a poet rather than a
prose writer, it can be hard at times to pinpoint exactly what makes his work
poetry, apart from his use of the reiterative and repetitious effects mentioned,
rhythmic and figurative language (something also employed by prose writers), and
his use of lineation (allowing each of his poetic lines a sense of standing apart
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from—while also interacting with—every other line). D. S. Mirsky writes that
Whitman’s “innovations in form are directly derived from his novelty of con-
tent . . . involving a liquidation of the dignity of the disparity between the con-
ventional, stylized and retrospective idiom of elevated poetry and the language of
the present.”'®

Whitman elevates his language, but he does so cunningly by accumulating and
juxtaposing strings of words that are associated with both the commonplace and
the abstract, while also suggesting, but failing to fulfill, possible narrative threads.
For instance, when he evokes “My dinner, dress, associates, looks, compliments,

”19 e are

dues, / The real or fancied indifference of some man or woman I love,
privy only to glances at, and glimpses of, a much larger whole. In this way, his
poetry often has a fragmentary air that emphasizes the evocative and the suggestive
rather than the conclusive—despite the considerable length of some poems. He
makes his free verse innovations into poetry partly through harnessing prose
rhythms for poetic purposes and is one of the first writers in the English language
to demonstrate how profoundly “prose” and “poetry” may be meshed in their vari-
ous effects.

If poetry may make profitable use of “prosaic” effects, so a great deal of prose
may be characterized as musical or rhythmical and thus, at least to some extent,
“poetic”—and there are many examples throughout the history and development
of prose writing traditions in English. Charles Dickens opens his long novel Little
Dorrit (1855-57) with a rhythmic series of paragraphs. This work was begun in
the same year that Whitman published his first version of “Song of Myself,” and
only a decade and a half prior to the publication of Charles Baudelaire’s Paris
Spleen, which we discuss as the book that inaugurated contemporary prose poetry.
Dickens’s language is hypnotic:

Thirty years ago, Marseilles lay burning in the sun, one day.

A blazing sun upon a fierce August day was no greater rarity in southern
France then, than at any other time, before or since. Everything in Marseilles,
and about Marseilles, had stared at the fervid sky, and been stared at in return,
until a staring habit had become universal there. Strangers were stared out of
countenance by staring white houses, staring white walls, staring white streets,
staring tracts of arid road, staring hills from which verdure was burnt away.
The only things to be seen not fixedly staring and glaring were the vines
drooping under their load of grapes. These did occasionally wink a little, as
the hot air barely moved their faint leaves.?

This is an example of discursive prose rather than of prose poetry, but it uses some
of the devices often associated with poetry, most conspicuously, vivid image-
making and insistent repetition, along with some noticeably iambic rhythms.
Although the passage is in one sense descriptive, as it develops over its first few
pages it functions somewhat like a poem in becoming an extended metaphor for
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central preoccupations of the novel that it begins—foregrounding, for instance,
tropes of confinement, the contrast between what is “outside” and what is “inside,”
dissipation of various kinds, and the idea of being watched. When considered next
to the excerpt from Whitman’s “Song of Myself,” this passage demonstrates that
prose and poetry often share features, and make use of similar or related tech-
niques, even if they are not the same. Andy Brown—using the term “prose poetry”
rather loosely—writes, “Prose poetry . . . occurs in the early sacred texts of other
cultures” and “[a]ncient prose poetry also occurs in secular books.”*' He notes that
long before Dickens, the tradition of poetic prose had myriad manifestations, and
he cites the Pillow Book of Sei Shonagon as an example of “a list-like book akin to
many present-day variations on the prose poem.”*

A Prosaic AGe

We live in a prosaic age. Most of what we read in books, on the web, in emails, in
text messages, on social media, and in the mass media is written in prose. The
novel remains the most popular and salable literary form, and popular and genre
prose fiction is published and sold in vast numbers across the world. And yet,
readers continue to engage with poetry, especially when they want to express deep
feelings or emotions connected to what they consider sacred. We all go to wed-
dings and funerals where well-known poems, many of them written in verse, have
a significant place in ceremonies, in much the same way that greeting cards use
verse to mark an occasion or celebration.

However, the lineated lyric poem—usually a heightened form of writing—is
now being written and read in different ways than it once was, and it does not serve
all contemporary poetic needs. Jonathan Culler suggests that the reason for this is
“the centrality of the novel to theoretical discourse as well as to literary experience
and literary education.”® People are schooled in, and increasingly tend to under-
stand literature in terms of, the conventions of prose. This means that the tradi-
tional lyric poem’s formalities may seem forced, puzzling, or out of place to many
readers—and to some writers too. Even at weddings and funerals, their forms of
utterance may seem to belong to another world, and to earlier conventions.

Prose poetry has the potential to cross the divide between the urge toward
poetry—its capacity to articulate what is otherwise unsayable—and the more dis-
cursive and narrative-driven prose of novels, biographies, and the like. Prose
poetry understands prose’s conventions and its constituent parts—its sentences
and paragraphs—while also being conspicuously a form of poetry, and sometimes
even lyrical in its inflections. Prose poetry shares with traditional lyric poetry a
resistance to conclusive theorization—that is, both forms engage with the mysteri-
ous and the ineffable—and, as mentioned above, it presents further challenges
because it is poetry written in a mode more often associated with the fiction and
nonfiction genres. Indeed, some theories about the lineated lyric poem may be
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applied directly to discussions of prose poetry, helping to confirm that the prose
poem is a form of poetry. One example is Mutlu Konuk Blasing’s statement:
“Poetry is a cultural institution dedicated to remembering and displaying the
emotionally and historically charged materiality of language,”* an assertion that
both prose poems and lineated lyric poems are able to demonstrate.

Despite some broad similarities of this kind, lyric poetry and prose poetry do
not operate in the same way, and scholars have been quick to discuss this. Mark
Irwin highlights one of the points of divergence between the two kinds of writing
when he argues that while prose poetry does not necessarily “tolerate distortion
and disjunction more readily than the lyric poem,” nevertheless “the prose poem
does allow it to occur less dramatically. Its pedestrian, unadorned nature seems
more open to sudden changes that might appear histrionic or cloying in verse.”®
Molly Peacock contends that “[p]oetry seeks to name; [conventional] prose seeks
to explain.”?

If “the prose poem reflects the crisis of lyric poetry in a prosaic age, where
traditional notions of the lyric have become increasingly problematic,”” then
prose poetry is not only a development of the way writers express the poetic im-
pulse but is perhaps an index of how traditional lineated lyric poetry is increasingly
being replaced—and, in the process, transformed—by prosaic modes. Adrian
Wanner remarks on how, in the Russian nineteenth-century writer Ivan Turgenev’s
and in Baudelaire’s prose poetry, one can “find individual prose poems . . . that
feature a distinct rhythmic structure, an abundance of metaphors, or an emotional
lyric content, [and] it is also possible to find other prose poems by the same au-
thors that lack all of those features. Some texts . . . seem to be written in a delib-
erately plain, ‘prosaic’ fashion.”

Such points demonstrate that prose poems are not simply lineated lyric poems
in another guise because, to a significant extent, they represent a transformation
and reorientation of traditional lyric forms and conventions. Any suggestion to
the contrary downplays the particular qualities that enable prose poems to create
significantly different effects and meanings from the contemporary lineated lyric
poem. These differences have to do with the way prose works on the page: its
sentence and paragraph structures, its kinds of condensations, its refusal to break
its sentences into lines in the manner of lineated poems, and its tendency—as
Kathryn Oliver Mills states in discussing Baudelaire’s prose poetry—to restore “the
relationship between poetry and the world” and to register “everyday life.””

Furthermore, as Margueritte Murphy notes, prose poetry allows for the hetero-
geneous and heteroglossic much more than traditional lyric poetry, opening up
the space of poetic utterance to greater variety than much of lyric poetry easily
allows.>® For example, in prose poems we often find the voice of an author mingled
with the voices of characters; or other, sometimes intertextual or historical, voices;
or contemporary references (bringing with them their own “voices”), in ways that
create a sense of an unsettled whole; or a whole composed of disparate, disjunct,
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and sometimes fragmented parts. Such effects mimic some of the techniques of
novels or short fiction but, in doing so, put them under the pressure of the prose
poem’s very limited space—and sometimes even force them into a kind of prose-
poetical rupture.

For instance, in a work entitled “Oklahoma” (2017)—quoted at length in
chapter 2—Hala Alyan includes, in a single paragraph, references to her child-
hood, the contemporary lives of the Cherokee in Oklahoma, and the history of
European settlement of Oklahoma, as well as a voice that directly utters a phrase
that encapsulates twenty-first-century racial prejudice: “For a place I hate,” she
begins, “I invoke you often. Stockholm’s: I am eight years old and the telephone
poles are down, the power plant at the edge of town spitting electricity.”®!

Such a poem combines and condenses the robust qualities of good prose with
the figurative features of much lineated lyric poetry, and is an example of how the
best prose poets pay the kind of attention to the resources and features of prose
that good lyric poets pay to the resources of their poetic lines. Prose poets are
particularly interested in how prose sentences and paragraphs may be poetically
suggestive even when they may not have the kind of heightened tonality one
would usually associate with the “poetic.” Indeed, in some cases—and as Wanner
has noted—prose poetry does not appear obviously “poetic” at all. That is one of
its apparently contradictory or paradoxical features. It is able to find ways of iden-
tifying as poetry, even when employing “prosaic” techniques and effects.

Notwithstanding Simic’s uncertainty about how to classify his small prose-
poetical works, a writer cannot simply write a block of “poetic” text and then
decide that it will work equally well as a lineated free verse poem or as a prose
poem. Although the innovations of the French Romantic prose poets transformed
French and international poetry, their prose poetry remained a form of poetry
despite its construction in sentences and paragraphs. The tendency for this form
of poetry to challenge or stretch our assumptions about what the poetic looks like
is one of its strengths. Prose poetry implicitly states that the poetic penetrates
further than perhaps any of us had previously imagined.

In successful prose poetry, the mode of prose is not used in the same way one
finds in most conventional and discursive novels or nonfiction. Prose becomes a
revitalized medium that focuses less on a narrative’s progress through chronologi-
cal time and more on creating what Jonathan Culler has referred to, when discuss-
ing the traditional lyric, as the “present time of discourse,” with associated “ritu-
alistic” and “hyperbolic” qualities.’* Ali Smith even posits, “[t]he prose poem
provides a home to the sentence that refuses to make sense and the paragraph that
refuses to progress.”?® Because of its transformative elements, prose poetry is able
to enliven the common prosaic language of our era, reminding us that many and
diverse kinds of language use are, at least potentially, “poetic,” and drawing atten-
tion to ways in which language itself, and its ways of making meaning, may be
understood newly and differently. Now that meter and rhyme are not so often
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used in poetry, and now that free verse poetry may be very free indeed, poetry
chiefly inheres in condensed and suggestive writing—some in lines and some in
sentences—that is neither primarily aimed to accomplish a particular act in the
world nor primarily directed toward narrative or explication.

This is why the term “prose poetry,” while sometimes controversial, is an impor-
tant one. Stephen Fredman prefers to use the term “poet’s prose” instead of “prose
poem” to refer to “[prose] works that are conceived of and read as extensions of
poetry,” believing “prose poem” to be “an oxymoron . . . redolent with the atmo-
spheric sentiment of French Symbolism.”** However, in the English-language tradi-
tion, to call prose poetry by a name such as “poet’s prose” (or “poetic prose”) radi-
cally changes the emphasis. The usual term, “prose poetry” rightly emphasizes that
the form is poetry—as Terrance Hayes writes in his discussion of Lauren Russell’s
“Dream-Clung, Gone,” “since ‘poem’ is the noun and ‘prose’ the adjective, the
prose poem must essentially be a poem.”® Therefore, prose poems have the features
we have described while poet’s prose often has other characteristics entirely.

SoME CHARACTERIZATIONS OF THE PROSE PoEM ForMm

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the prose poem has evolved in numer-
ous directions in various countries, and prose poets have done so many different
things with the form that it is difficult to summarize all of its developments. An-
thologists of prose poetry have frequently reiterated points similar to Delville’s—
that “there may be as many kinds of prose poems as there are practitioners of the

736 Jeremy Noel-Tod says something similar in his editorial introduc-

prose poem.
tion to 7he Penguin Book of the Prose Poem: From Baudelaire to Anne Carson (2018),
an anthology consisting of “two hundred prose poems from around the world.”?”
He states, “After reading so many, I can only offer the simplest common denomi-
nator: a prose poem is a poem without line breaks. Beyond that, both its manner
and its matter resist generalization.”*® In their introduction to 7he Valley Press
Anthology of Prose Poetry, Anne Caldwell and Oz Hardwick comment that “many
definitions have been proposed (or imposed), yet the prose poem always wriggles
free through one of the cracks, dusts itself off, and stands proud as an outlaw chal-
lenging its own Wanted poster . . . [and] it is perhaps its mercurial resistance to
definition which has led to a growth of interest in the prose poem in the second
decade of the twentieth-first century.”’

The poet Michael Benedike is one of a number of writers who have attempted
to define the main features of the prose poem more precisely, aiming in his intro-
duction to 7he Prose Poem: An International Anthology (1976) to unify “different
kinds of prose poems” by pointing to five properties that all prose poems have in
common. He claims that they turn on “individual imagination” and, also, that
they demonstrate an attention to the unconscious, an accelerated use of the col-
loquial, a visionary thrust, humor, and an element critical of oppressive realities.*
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While Benedikt’s summary is astute, it does not encompass many of the ap-
proaches, properties, and varieties evident in contemporary prose poetry being
published internationally—something Holly Iglesias comments on when she
writes that Benedikts “selections in his anthology reflect this emphasis on the
importance of the workings of the individual unconscious and on comic irony,
but at the expense of works that are lyrical, unwitty, embodied or relational.”!

In the second half of the twentieth century, Robert Bly’s views on prose poetry
were influential, partly because of his editorship of the literary magazines 7he Fif-
ties, The Sixties, and The Seventies. He discussed prose poetry in various essays and
interviews and, for instance, said to Peter Johnson in 1998, “the most wonderful
thing about the prose poem is that no one has set up the standards yet.” He also
commented, “What is the proper subject for a prose poem? There is no answer for
that, so you have to look at your own life.”# Despite this, in his later essays, he
outlined what he saw as the varieties of prose poetry. Iglesias summarizes these
categories, pointing to their shortcomings:

Bly’s later essays delineated three distinct strains of prose poetry: fables (with
David Ignatow, Charles Simic, and Russell Edson as modern masters), post-
Romantic “fire prose” (perfected by Rimbaud), and the “object/thing poem”
(as written by Bly, Francis Ponge, Tomas Transtromer, and James Wright).
Some of his commentary manifests the underpinnings of male prose poetry—
anxiety, self-indulgence, distance from and yearning for the body, excess
intellection.®

In making his distinctions, Bly did seem to neglect the work of significant
women prose poets, and he also risked limiting rather than liberating the bounds
of prose poetry and its possibilities. French scholar Suzanne Bernard takes a very
different approach from Bly’s in her outline of “four requirements” for the prose
poem, but her list is broad and can perhaps be applied to other kinds of writing
as well as the prose poem: “it had to embody the poet’s intention, it had to have
an organic unity, it had to be its own best excuse for being, and it had to be brief.”#

The contemporary prose poem is so many things at once, and so protean and
hybrid, that no summary will successfully delineate its borders or indicate the
scope of its preoccupations and approaches. Indeed, prose poetry is undergoing a
process not dissimilar to the emergence in the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries of the modern prose novel. The early novel included prose romances, senti-
mental works, realistic works, and a wide variety of other kinds of writing. Fur-
thermore, the development of the novel involved a great deal of hybridization and
experimentation. Patricia Meyer Spacks observes:

By the 1760s, when [Laurence Sterne’s] Tristram Shandy was being written,
several distinct subgenres [of the novel] had been established . . . The playful-
ness of Tristram Shandy, then, not only foretells that of postmodernism . . .
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[but] also testifies to how much had happened to the novel in the few
years since its invention as a form distinct from the seventeenth-century
romance.?
The prose poem is undergoing a similar evolution that sees many writers experiment-
ing with the form and helping to make it a vigorous site of literary innovation.
Prose poetry’s diversity does not challenge the integrity of its form. Rather, it
attests to the form’s resilience, along with its capacity to embrace great variety and
to surprise in its expressiveness. This may make the contemporary prose poetry
environment somewhat unstable, but variety and surprise are a characteristic of all
truly significant literary forms and genres, as writers test what they can achieve
within given boundaries and, in doing so, compel a form or genre to continue to
evolve. Prose poetry’s variousness is, for example, no greater than the diversity that
continues to be a feature of the novel— Tristram Shandy’s (1759) experimentation
with form has been extended by countless authors over the last three centuries and,
as this has happened, definitions of the novel have continued to be modified. And,
with respect to lineated lyric poetry, C. W. Truesdale has written, “though the
prose poem has come down to us in many varieties, it is no more varied than its
lineated counterpart for which that question of definition, seldom, if ever, arises.”#
While prose poetry possesses many different and sometimes incompatible-seeming
characteristics, the form in general is able to be recognized by certain conspicuous
features.

Tue MAIN FEATURES OF THE PROSE POEM

One of the popular definitions of prose poetry is by Benedikt, who suggests that
prose poetry “is a genre of poetry, self-consciously written in prose, and character-
ized by the intense use of virtually all the devices of poetry.”¥ This is true enough,
but prose poems also have additional features. They are never entirely driven by
narrative and are always trying to point to something about their language or their
subject that sits outside of any narrative gestures they make (and frequently out-
side of the work itself). Consequently, prose poems may be understood as frag-
ments—they never give the whole story and resist closure.

As a result of this compression and brevity, prose poets regularly make use of
literary techniques that suggest additional meanings beyond the literal, emphasiz-
ing the evocative and even the ambiguous, and creating resonances that move
expansively outward. In prose poems the “poetic” inhabits language and, as it
were, colors sentences and paragraphs to the extent that their denotative qualities
are overwhelmed by the connotative. Thus, prose poetry tends to work analogi-
cally, metaphorically, or metonymically (we discuss these features in subsequent
chapters).
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‘This emphasis on the connotative in prose poetry (i.e., the secondary or associa-
tive meanings of words and expressions) partly answers John Taylor’s concern:
“The greatest obstacle facing prose-poem investigators is comprehending how
prose is given that extra ‘something—a wisp of charm, an aura of mystery, an
electric shock—convincing us that we are dealing stylistically with a prose poem—
that is, poetry—and not, say, a newspaper sketch, an oft-humorous literary form
that took flight during the nineteenth century and sometimes approaches the
prose poem in spirit.”*® Sometimes the abundance of connotation in prose poems
creates a sense that its meanings are hard to pin down, or mysterious because so
much suggestiveness is wrapped into its apparently simple form.

Prose poems frequently suggest that powerful unseen and unconscious forces
are at work in human experience, as well as in language, and such forces are, for
example, explored in the surrealistic and neo-surrealistic prose poetry traditions.
These traditions emphasize the dreamlike, sometimes creating a sense that particu-
lar prose poems constitute instances of the Freudian uncanny: “everything that
ought to have remained . . . secret and hidden but has come to light.”* At other
times, when prose poems work analogically, their compressed texts speak sideways,
or point laterally to additional understandings, implicitly indicating issues and
topics other than those they directly address. Alternatively, whole prose poems
may become metaphorical to the extent that nothing in the work escapes the
metaphorical tropes and structures. In such cases, there may be no “literal” reading
of a prose poem available.

Prose poems also make use of various different typographical features that pro-
vide various signals to readers. For example, many prose poets emphasize that their
works are prose poems by presenting them on the page as one, or a few, fully justi-
fied paragraphs. Each block of text is neatly rectangular and has a sense of being
“made,” much as many lineated poems do, because the form has the hallmarks of
having been closely composed, with an outward appearance of regularity. These
works are reminiscent of rooms viewed from above, suggesting the original mean-
ing of the word “stanza” or “room.”

Other prose poems are written in conventional paragraphs and appear at first
glance to be ordinary prose. It is only upon reading them that surprises happen,
and what appears to be a standard paragraph is outed as a prose poem—at which
point poetry asserts itself over the idea of the prosaic. This unsettles the experience
of reading because the familiar (the usual assumptions that attend on reading
prose) is made strange. Gary Young is one of the major poet scholars focused on
the orientation of the prose poem on the page. He has described the prose poem
as “a poem that one might walk along rather than fall through.”> In this way,
Young points to the prose poem’s “horizontal rather than vertical trajectory,”
which he says is evidence of its “democratic itinerary [and] engenders a resistance
to hierarchy and to inflation.”
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Reading prose poetry is often a fairly rapid experience, and some also tend to
move quickly at the level of their sentences. In other respects, however, the experi-
ence can be drawn out, in the way that poetic tropes demand our attention and
are able to slow our apprehension of time. Prose poems may also be just as rhyth-
mic as lineated lyric poems, but their rhythms are those of prose rather than verse.
Sometimes prose poems expand, balloon-like, as we read, and occasionally they
seem much larger inside than on the outside, seeming to work a strange magic
with our sense of time and space—not unlike a poetic version of the TARDIS.
Many prose poems make significant use of visual (and other sensory) imagery,
“showing” scenes and circumstances as vividly as a photograph and allowing the
reader to enter works imaginatively—and, as it were, to “se¢” from inside them.

Tue LENGTH OF THE PROSE POEM

Prose poetry is almost always brief, as befits the fragmentary—most scholars agree
on this—but determining the appropriate maximum length for the prose poem is
a hotly debated topic. Murphy questions what “brief” really means. She asks,
“While long prose poems are rarer than prose poems of a page, or two, or three,
should they be excluded by definition?”>? Jane Monson, on the other hand, is quite
specific; prose poems should be “in length no more than a page, preferably half of
one, focused, dense, justified, with an intuitive grasp of a good story and narrative,
a keen eye for the unusual and surprising detail and images relative to that story,
and a sharp ear for delivering elegant, witty, clear and subtly surreal pieces of
conversation and brief occurrences, incidents or happenings.”

In her introduction to the Prose Poem Issue of the Mississippi Review, Julia John-
son embraces much longer examples of the form: “The prose poem’s length is
generally half a page to three or four pages . . . If it’s longer than that, tension is
weakened and it becomes more poetic prose than prose poetry.” J. S. Simon
concurs with the importance of maintaining tension in prose poetry but does not
specify what “observably ‘short’” means: “not only are prose poems observably
‘short’ (and autonomous), but they must be so, for beyond a certain length, the
tensions and impact are forfeited and [the prose poem] becomes—more or less—
poetic prose.””

Because the prose poem turns on its appeal to compression and on establishing
a tension generated by the close, and sometimes overlapping, contiguity between
its parts—often connected to its refusal to be tied down to conclusive or single
meanings—it is important that it does not begin to dilate. The brevity of the prose
poem provides a necessary tension in the way that language intersects and unfolds
within individual works, enabling the prose poem’s “paradoxical way of combining
suggestiveness and completeness.”>

Works that do dilate quickly become a species of discursive or “poetic” prose
rather than prose poems—and we will argue in the chapters that follow that this
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is true of some (often distinguished) works that have been called prose poems by
their authors or by critics. These works tend to be insufficiently condensed or
compressed to create the kinds of poetic effects we have outlined above as belong-
ing to the prose poem. Perhaps for this reason, most of the prose poems collected
in anthologies dedicated to the form are less than two pages in length, and an
overwhelming number of them are less than half a page—although Jeremy Noel-
Tod’s 2018 anthology, 7he Penguin Book of the Prose Poem, includes more longer
works than most anthologies.

Visually, the prose poem is easily identified if it is one page or less, as the reader
is able to take in the entire work at a glance. In such cases, especially when the
prose poem appears in a rectangular or justified form, there is considerable visual
tension connected to the way in which it appears on the page—almost as if, to
repurpose one of Steven Monte’s observations, there is an invisible fence around
the work.”” It is true that prose poetry sequences may range across many pages—in
some instances even taking up a whole volume—but their component parts are
generally more or less discrete and relatively brief, once again, often no more than
a page in length. Such works are different from a single book-length work, and
Alan Wall acknowledges this when he writes that the prose poem “cannot be book-
length, though enough of them put together can make up a book. The prose
concerned should show the same fastidiousness in regard to lexis, and exhibit the
same vigour and coherence of rhythm, as verse.”®

Given these considerations, we will argue that the majority of prose poems—as
opposed to examples of poetic prose of one kind or another—are no more than
one standard-sized page in length. There are exceptions, including prose poems
that incorporate extra space via “free-lines,” which we discuss later in this volume,
but certainly many of the most convincing prose poems—those that exemplify the
possibilities of the form—make brevity and compression the rule.

A Brier HisTory oF THE PrOSE POEM

Poetry has an ancient and venerable tradition (remembering—Ilike the earliest
extant version of the Epic of Gilgamesh—the Sumerian lyric “The Love Song of
Shu-Sin” has been dated to approximately 2000 BCE®). Prose poetry may be a
relatively new part of this tradition but, like the Sumerian lyric, it connects to a
long-established human need to speak in ways that defy mundane and common-
sense assumptions about the world, and that depart from the time-centered nar-
ratives and the discursive modes of most forms of storytelling. This is a need to
speak of the unresolvable mysteries at the heart of both experience and language;
to evoke, intuit, or summon the ineffable; and to celebrate what cannot be said
through more prosaic or utilitarian uses of language.

Even in its contemporary manifestations, the prose poem has a complex his-
tory dating back to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—and earlier if one
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includes the late seventeenth-century Japanese development of the haibun, a form
that combines haiku with tightly written, often imagistic prose poetry. Anthony
Howell also connects the prose poem to the work of various “mystics and philoso-
phers,” contending that an “aphorism with its laconic precision is equivalent to a
prose ‘verse’ and there are several fine exponents of this usage.”® He gives an ex-
ample from Baltasar Gracidn’s 7he Oracle: A Manual of the Art of Discretion (some-
times translated as 7he Art of Worldly Wisdom), first published in Spanish in 1647.
He also mentions the Maxims and Moral Reflections of Francois VI, Duc de La
Rochefoucauld, first published in 1665, commenting that “[o]ften the maxims are
single sentences” and that “the sentence, polished, finely calibrated, becomes an
object constructed with art—a European form of the Haiku.”®' He includes in his
praise the prose of Jean Paul Friedrich Richter, observing that “[y]ou can tell it’s
poetry, surely, if you can open it anywhere and it takes your breath away.”®* Howell
then identifies Thomas Traherne, in his seventeenth-century Cenzuries of Medita-
tions, as “the pioneer of . . . [the prose poem] form” and characterizes the 1929
novel Hebdomeros by the Italian painter Giorgio de Chirico as “a novel-length
poem in prose.”®

Yet, however complex the prose poem’s lineage may be, and however numerous
and diverse its antecedents, the contemporary, vigorous form of the prose poem
became established in the mid- and late nineteenth century when it was invented
by a variety of groundbreaking French practitioners, including the poets Charles
Baudelaire (in a work variously referred to as Petits Poémes en prose or Le Spleen de
Paris [Paris Spleen], 1869), Arthur Rimbaud (in Une Saison en Enfer [A Season in
Hell], 1873; and llluminations, 1886), and Stéphane Mallarmé (in Divagations
[Wanderings], 1897). Also influential is the generally nostalgic works of Aloysius
Bertrand in Gaspard de la nuit: Fantaisies a la maniére de Rembrand et de Callot,
published in 1842, which powerfully impressed Baudelaire, and in which medita-
tions, dreaming, and ideas about art take priority over any attempted narrative.

Such writers developed the prose poem as a new literary form in opposition to
the conventional and rather inhibiting neoclassical rules of French prosody, which
required poets to follow mandated metrical, rthythmic, and rhyming patterns.
References to prose poetry’s rebellious and subversive tendencies partly derive from
the form’s challenge to Alexandrine meter in nineteenth-century France and, in
this context, prose poetry may be understood as a way of escaping from the con-
fines of a conservative and stultifying literary traditionalism in that country. In his
introduction to Pastels in Prose (1890), the first anthology of French prose poetry
to be translated into English, W. D. Howells outlines the prose poem’s “beautiful
reticence . . . as if the very freedom which the poets had found in their emancipa-
tion from the artificial trammels of verse had put them on their honor, as it were,
and bound them to brevity.”%

Prose poetry was undoubtedly partly an escape of this kind—a kind of Roman-
tic coup against the established literary order—but, in making it, Baudelaire,
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Rimbaud, Mallarmé, and their contemporaries drew on and transformed the
eighteenth-century tradition of the French poéme en prose. Poemes en prose were
usually extended works of nostalgic poetic prose (and were themselves an attempt
to break with neoclassical poetic forms). Nineteenth-century prose poets adapted
this earlier poéme en prose tradition by writing shorter, pithier, and more vernacu-
lar works than it had produced, as they frequently addressed aspects of city life.
Fabienne Moore, in his searching study of the eighteenth-century poé¢me en
prose, argues that the form enables the claim that “[p]rose poems are one of the
least known ‘inventions’ of the French Enlightenment.” He states, “the melancholy
rising from modernity is tied to the rise of prose poems as a hybrid and unstable
genre.”® And, despite his caveat that “ecighteenth-century prose poems defy ter-
minology,” he characterizes poémes en prose in the following manner:

As far as their poetic diction is concerned, parataxis (short, declarative sen-
tences without coordination or clauses) remained a favorite choice, reminis-
cent of the Old Testament. “Poémes en prose” were often divided into “can-
tos,” like epic poems, and were usually long, from a few pages to several
volumes. Titles, prefaces, and embedded meta-references invariably tried to

establish the legitimacy of a poem without verse.*®

In other words, like many apparently sudden literary innovations, the
nineteenth-century prose poem grew out of an extended literary and cultural
gestation in a society that had been trying for many decades to find new literary
forms to express its sense of a changing zeitgeist. Although these changes began
with the eighteenth-century Enlightenment—and notwithstanding the poéme en
prose’s inventiveness—the Enlightenment poéme en prose lacked the poetic en-
ergy and literary significance of the prose poetry produced by the Romantic
French writers mentioned.

For example, when Moore writes of Jean-Francois Marmontel’s 1767 novel,
Bélisaire, he highlights how Enlightenment writers of poetic prose were working
in a tradition that was yet to be fully realized: “[S]ymptomatic of the hybridity of
Enlightenment ‘poéms en prose,’ it remains that Marmontel’s experimental ca-
denced prose led to a dead-end: borrowing measure and rhetoric from a moribund
neoclassical poetry failed to capture music and images congenial to prose.”®’

Indeed, the eighteenth-century poéme en prose may be interpreted as part of
the development of the novel rather than as a new poetic form, because the
eighteenth-century novel and the idea of poetic prose initially evolved at the same
time—to the extent that, as Steven Monte observes, “if the eighteenth-century
poéme en prose is itself a quasi-novel (a romance or epic written in prose), the suc-
cess of the nineteenth-century novel exerts pressure on poets to remodel the tra-
ditional lyric.”¢8

In this way, the French tradition of poéme en prose may be understood as dif-
ferent from the modern prose poem but as laying the groundwork for it. The
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contemporary prose poem has a large taproot embedded in mid-nineteenth-
century French literature, with smaller or lateral roots delving deeper into the
eighteenth and seventeenth centuries. The prose poem should be considered a
product of nineteenth-century Romanticism rather than of the eighteenth-century
Enlightenment, but its debt to the eighteenth century is clear.

However, the French prose poem was not a typical manifestation—if there is
such a thing—of French Romanticism. Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Mallarmé, and
some of their peers grew sick of the more idealistic clichés of Romanticism and its
more ego-centered poetic manifestations (notwithstanding their own capacity for
self-absorption). They also became impatient with its veneration of classical cul-
ture and literature—one of Romanticism’s most important features, which we
discuss in chapter 2—believing that poetry needed to address contemporary issues
and experience in blunt terms, including French society’s failure to deliver what
early Romantics had envisioned.

A pithy and brilliant formulation of these ideas occurs in a letter Arthur Rim-
baud wrote to his friend Paul Demeny on May 15, 1871, in which he states that
“Romanticism has never been carefully judged,” that Romantics’ songs are “sel-
dom . .. understood by the singer,” and that “reviving those antiquities” is for
others.”” Damian Catani observes that Baudelaire (and Balzac) scarified aspects of
contemporary urban life, and were

determined to replenish evil as a serious category of moral and intellectual
thought . . . Their timely re-evaluation was based on the prescient realisa-
tion that a post-Romantic, post-theological reinvigoration of evil . . . would
most fruitfully be realized through a direct engagement with the previously
unexplored urban vice and criminality of the new, expanding capitalist

metropolis.”

Catani also writes that Baudelaire’s work focuses on “Paris of the 1850s and 1860s
that was caught in the throes of . . . radical urban transformation” and that this
“encounter with modernity [he] considered to be far more relevant . . . than the
hackneyed theological metaphysical approach of late Romanticism.””!
Baudelaire’s preface to Paris Spleen celebrates the autonomy of prose fragments
in defiance of conventional notions of organically unified works (we discuss this
further in chapter 2) and claims that his prose poems arose out of his experience
of the city. In saying this, he demonstrates that in its inaugural phase, prose poetry,
as David Evans says, “must not be allowed to settle or become predictable,” that
“it is not simply in the static plan of a city that the inspiration for prose poetics is
to be found” but that “a city [is] constantly in movement.”’* Nevertheless, Baude-
laire, Rimbaud, and Mallarmé responded differently to the stimulus of the me-
tropolis—for instance, Helen Abbott notes, “[t]he risks posed by opening up one’s
voice to the crowd through poetry are approached in different ways by Baudelaire
and Mallarm¢.””® This is because Baudelaire grants intimate and public conversa-
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tions “the same status,”’* whereas Mallarmé does not, and Rimbaud very much
went in his own, proto-surrealistic direction before he stopped writing lineated
poetry and prose poetry altogether.

Following on from French examples, there were a few rather sporadic
nineteenth-century examples of prose poetry written in English. One example is
the English (and, for a time, Australian) Richard H. Horne’s remarkably early “The
Old Churchyard Tree: A Prose Poem” from 1850,” which Monte calls “a rarity”
but notes that like most “English-language prose poems of this period,” it is “as
filled with awkward gestures toward the poetic as their French counterparts of the
late eighteenth and early nineteeth centuries.”’® American author Emma Lazarus’s
“By the Waters of Babylon: Little Poems in Prose,” from the late 1880s, begins
memorably with the image of “The Spanish noon” as “a blaze of azure fire.””” Such
works remind one that, since the nineteenth century, poetic forms have generally
become more prosaic—even as conventional verse forms continue in various
guises. For example, despite continued use by some contemporary poets of meter
and rhyme, in the twenty-first century most lineated lyric poetry is written in free
verse, which is usually more prosaic in its thythms than the traditional forms of
verse it has replaced (at the end of the eighteenth century, almost all English-
language poetry was written in verse).

Even elegies, traditionally written in poetic form, are flourishing in what John
B. Vickery calls the “modern prose elegy.””® Vickery identifies the prose elegy in
the work of novelists as diverse as James Joyce, William Faulkner, Virginia Woolf,
Ernest Hemingway, Malcolm Lowry, and Joan Didion. He writes:

The intent is to trace the shift from the traditional elegy’s concerns to the at-
titudes evinced in the modern elegiac temper. The older [poetic] pastoral elegy
dwelt exclusively . . . with the death of an individual and how to cope with it.
The twentieth century gradually transformed the elegy into a focus on the
diversity of losses occurring in human life . . . To the death of the individual,
the modern elegy added most of the forms of personal, intellectual, and cul-
tural loss suffered by mankind.”

If the twentieth and twenty-first centuries may collectively be thought of as an age
of prose, the growth of prose poetry is part of a broader development of prose
modes, almost everywhere.

ProOSE POETRY As A JANUS-FACED ForM

Our discussion earlier in this chapter about prose poetry’s challenge to the no-
tion that prose and poetry are, inherently, different kinds of writing not only
takes up ideas considered by various contemporary critics, but it reflects debates
about form and genre that were being contemplated even before the publication
of Baudelaire’s groundbreaking Paris Spleen in 1869. As we mention above, the
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idea of producing works written in poetic prose had begun to destabilize con-
ventional notions about both poetry and prose well in advance of Baudelaire’s
work, primarily because of the hybrid nature of the eighteenth-century French
po¢me en prose.

In the Romantic period, the more radical prose poetry of Baudelaire, Rimbaud,
and others was immediately viewed in many quarters as a bastard form—Adrian
Wanner remarks on the way in which Bertrand and Baudelaire created “a new,
dynamic aesthetic of surprise, turning the unaesthetic and ‘prosaic’ into the object
of poetic discourse, and replacing the traditional emotive voice of the lyric with
that of an ironically detached flineur.”®® Scott Carpenter explicitly identifies the
perceived illegitimacy of this literary strategy in claiming, “Baudelaire’s practice of
prose poetry engages in the unsettling blurring of lines that we associate with
counterfeits: it is a kind of poetry that ‘masquerades’ as everyday prose, while
nevertheless leading to certain [poetic] effects.”®' Edward Kaplan calls prose poetry
an “amalgam” and contends that “Baudelaire . . . tangles the web of dualistic cat-
egories as he formulates a confluence of opposites.”™

In other words, prose poetry has long been characterized as a kind of genre-
crossing ugly duckling, and such ideas are hard to shake. When, in a prose poem
from his “Mercian Hymns” sequence, one of Geoffrey Hill’s characters states “Not
strangeness, but strange likeness,”® he might almost have been speaking about
prose poetry itself. Prose poetry has “a strange likeness” to literary forms other than
itself and yet it is different from all of them—or, to express this more accurately,
it incorporates aspects of a variety of forms. It also tends to be characterized by
various sorts of serious and not-so-serious playfulness. Ali Smith observes that it
“retains its odour of paradox. Its facility for narrative play, and for play with lan-
guage register, un-hierarchical patterns and unemphasised possibilities, its open-
ness to ‘unpoetic’ language and language from a range of registers, are prospects
that the form offers.”

Aware of such issues, and of the contrarian qualities associated with the form,
a number of prose poets have resorted to writing explicitly and sometimes ironi-
cally about prose poetry, asserting in various works: “[a] prose poem should be as
square as a Picasso pear”; “[p]rose-poetry is when a person behaves differently from

«

what is considered normal”; “[w]e fill pre-existing forms and when we fill them
we change them and are changed”; and “[t]he prose poem is not a real poem of

course.”® Campbell McGrath’s “The Prose Poem” begins:

On the map it is precise and rectilinear as a chessboard, though driving past
you would hardly notice it, this boundary line or ragged margin, a shallow
swale that cups a simple trickle of water, less rill than rivulet, more gully
than dell, a tangled ditch grown up throughout with a fearsome assortment
of wildflowers and bracken. There is no fence, though here and there a
weathered post asserts a former claim.®
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To a significant extent, the issues raised by these works, and by the critical views
we have quoted, relate to how one understands genre—and, more particularly,
whether genre classifications are ever really as fixed or clear as we tend to assume.
John Frow claims that genre classifications are often problematic and questions
whether “texts in fact ‘belong’ to a genre, in a simple type/token relation (general
form/particular instance), or should we posit some more complex relation, in
which texts would ‘perform’ a genre, or modify it in ‘using’ it?”¥

Frow also asks, “What happens when genre frames change?” and “Do texts have
a definite and fixed structure?”® If the broad classifications we apparently summon
up by the terms “poetry” and “prose” may not denote clearly definable literary
forms—although various forms, such as narrative poetry or the novel, are usually
assumed to be a category of either poetry or prose fiction, but not both—and if
the broad classifications we call “poetry” and “prose” are more elusive than we
would often assume, then the prose poem may be a demonstration of how certain
kinds of literary works appear unclassifiable primarily because of the shifting and
sometimes ambiguous nature of the terms “poetry” and “prose.”

In this way, in terms of genre and form, prose poetry emphasizes the instability
of what may otherwise look fixed and known, also emphasizing what is fluid and
coming into being. Jahan Ramazani observes that a “genre’s others are often mul-
tiple,”® and the prose poem is the literary form that has frequently been character-
ized as “other” in this way. Frow has observed, “It seems to me important to stress
the open-endedness of genres and the irreducibility of texts to a single interpretive
framework . . . Texts work upon genres as much as they are shaped by them.” It
may be true that prose poetry constitutes an unusually open literary form that is
shifting our ideas of literary form and genre even as we write.

The prose poem form is Janus-faced, looking forward and backward, under-
standing transitions, providing passages and doorways. Space opens before and
behind it, sometimes like closed rooms, sometimes like expanding fields. It under-
stands both prose and poetry, and it comfortably inhabits the mutual space they
offer. Prose poetry’s challenge to conventional ideas about generic distinctions may
be what makes it most modern (and postmodern) and which may see it become
a defining twenty-first-century literary form. It may offer one way through the
quagmire of generic classifications and, a little like a literary wormhole, take the
reader into new and hitherto unexplored spaces.

Prose poetry may be conceived of as a new form of poetry to sit aside the forms
of traditional lyric, narrative, and epic poetry. It may be viewed as a contemporary
development of the possibilities of the poetic fragment, so beloved of the Roman-
tic writers and so well suited to expressing meaning in a world where the grand
narratives of the nineteenth century have long since been in disrepair. As the use
of the prose mode in poetry challenges our understanding of literary forms and
genres, it signals nothing less than that the main literary forms privileged in recent
centuries—the novel, short fiction, lineated lyric poetry, and drama—may no
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longer confidently be said to constitute or describe the structures of contemporary
“literature.”

This is not a matter of agreeing with Maurice Blanchot that “[o]nly the book
matters, such as it is, far from genres, outside of categories—prose, poetry, novel,
testimony—under which it refuses to be classed.”' Perhaps more crucially, an
apparently undecidable literary form such as the prose poem opens up discussions
about what the basis of poetry may be. If there are no firm zones of exclusion sepa-
rating “poetry” and “prose,” then the more important distinction is between what
is poetic (whether it occurs in poetry or prose) and what is prosaic (whether it
occurs in prose or poetry). Christopher Prendergast writes, “part of the lesson of
Rimbaud’s way with the prose poem or Laforguc’s experiments with verse libre is
the blurring of the poetic/prosaic distinction.”? In the twenty-first century the
blurring of poetic/prosaic boundaries has advanced to the extent that the flourish-
ing of prose poetry seems inevitable. It is a distinctive form that is helping to
change our very understanding of literary categories.

Tue PrROSE POEM AND SUBVERSION

The prose poems of Baudelaire, Rimbaud, and Mallarmé were questioned or re-
pudiated in some quarters of nineteenth-century France for a variety of intercon-
nected reasons—to do with their violations of what was understood to be correct
poetic form, their sometimes lurid or unelevated subject matter, or because they
were interpreted as critiquing the established French social and political orders. In
these ways, early prose poetry was associated with the subversive, and understood
to be a radical form associated with the French avant-garde.

We won't rehearse early critiques of the form in any detail—they have been
well documented in other texts—but much that was radical in the nineteenth
century has now become fairly commonplace. In the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries all kinds of literature have been critical of social and political orders, and
a sense of the fragmentation of culture has strongly shaped literary forms of all
kinds. Thus, if prose poetry is still spoken of as a subversive form—and Margue-
ritte Murphy says it is inherently subversive and even “hypersubversive”>—this is
in the context of a great deal of subversive twenty-first-century literature. We
might even suggest that subversive literary practice has now become more or less
normalized.

One example is the development of the so-called lyric essay, which incorporates
various kinds of autobiographical and quasi-autobiographical material into the
essay form, while also frequently fragmenting and problematizing the essay’s tra-
ditional forms. This problematization is sometimes squarely aimed at subverting
the essay tradition, but more often it results from a lyric essayist’s attempt to
register the kinds of meanings and effects associated with broken, truncated, only
partly known or fragmented experience. Deborah Tall and John D’Agata remark,
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“the lyric essay often accretes by fragments, taking shape mosaically . . . it may
spiral in on itself, circling the core of a single image or idea,”* and Martha Aldrich

adds:

The lyric essay does not narrate a story so much as express a condition—often
named, sometimes called human, but still to us unknown. It reverses fore-
ground and background, cultivating leaps and juxtaposition, tensing between
the presentational and the representational. Associative, meditative, it abhors
journalistic reportage. Its incompleteness is Romantic, revealed in lyric frag-

mentation, the infusion of imagination into the debris of fact.”

Prose poets and lyric essayists are often, in their different ways, trying to get at the
kinds of experiences they consider unable to be narrated by longer or more dis-
cursive literary forms, or fully evoked through traditional poetic forms—experi-
ences that are hard to grasp or pin down, and are better gestured at than written
out in full.

Many practitioners of both lyric essays and prose poetry try to find ways of
speaking that have not been fully explored to date—combining fragments, ele-
vated and ordinary diction, the quotidian, the ineffable, and almost anything
else—from witty narratives like Benedikt’s prose poem “The Moralist of Bananas,”
which begins, “A rustle from the vale—the Saint has gone out to the fields again,
to the good, clear fields, there to preach a sermon to the bananas about the sug-
gestiveness of their shapes,” to sad metaphors such as “A poached egg without
the pocket, embarrassed before the tongue’s eye. Have you ever felt like that?™” in
Peter Johnson’s “Cannes.” Some writers are also engaged in a deliberate process of
sidestepping the expectations that long-established literary forms and genres bring
with them because all established forms carry associations from other historical
periods that can be inhibiting, or seem to be prescriptive, or that demand a kind
of superficial polish and finish that they wish to eschew. This is evident from the
discussions of many American neo-surrealist prose poets who are at pains to de-
scribe the ways in which their prose poetry does not draw on the French symbolists
(discussed in chapter 3).

Some scholars, such as Monte and Murphy, focus on prose poetry’s connection
to American modernist poets, positing that previous scholarship has been French-
centered.” Significant sections of Monte’s and Murphy’s books are devoted to
discussions of John Ashbery. (We briefly discuss Ashbery’s 7hree Poems in chapter
10.) The length of these influential works problematizes their categorization as
prose poetry. It may be better to understand these sometimes-meandering works
as a form of poetic prose. Similarly, the so-called language poets can be seen as
interrogating the connections—or continuum—Dbetween prose poetry and poetic
prose, given the length and approach of many of their works. Shifting emphasis
away from categorization, Marjorie Perloff argues—in line with language poetry
founding member, Charles Bernstein—"the important distinction to be made is
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not between ‘story’ and ‘prose poem’ or ‘story’ and ‘essay’ but . . . between different
contexts of readings and different readerships.”” Language poets’ critique of con-
ventional language use and its assumptions demands a new relationship between
reader and text, and may be read as a form of subversion.

If, as we have indicated, prose poetry has frequently been defined as a form
always and rather restlessly in opposition to, or undercutting other, more estab-
lished literary forms and genres, this is a central reason why relatively few critics
have been willing to fully recognize the prose poem for its own qualities. It has
often been said to occupy a doubtful and in-between literary space, a kind of no-
man’s-land. But a great deal of prose poetry has been confidently written for a
century and a half, and while the form may still be in the process of defining itself,
and may sometimes still be subversive of conventional prose and lineated poetry,
it is hardly nascent or unformed. It is much more than a form written in opposi-
tion to other forms and genres.

Tue FuTure oF THE PrROSE POEM

It is yet to be seen whether prose poetry will claim much of the territory occupied
by the contemporary lineated lyric, but there is no question in the last few decades
it has claimed some of this territory. It may well claim more as the twenty-first
century progresses because (in most of its manifestations), it is a relatively user-
friendly and versatile form. Prose poems often function like small, expansive pack-
ages of words that, while occasionally employing limited forms of narrative, ask
the reader to engage with them immediately and as a whole. They are usually
satisfying imaginatively because their emphasis is on connotation rather than de-
notation, and they also engage readers imaginatively by implicitly asking them to
complete the information they supply. Many prose poems address familiar quotid-
ian concerns, but their manner of doing so enables readers to gain new perspec-
tives on situations that are both familiar in their outline and unfamiliar in the way
in which they have been inflected poetically.

Prose poetry opens up the possibility that writers who would once have been
poets, but who have not been schooled in ways of making lineated poems, may
become poets by making use of prose as their chosen poetic medium. Certainly,
as prose poetry mixes registers, moving fairly easily between elevated and demotic
language, and as it offers the chance for writers to work impressionistically, meta-
phorically, and imagistically with prose paragraphs, so it enables prose writers who
want to work in short forms an opportunity to expand their range into the poetic.
Other very short forms, such as microfiction, are also available to prose writers,
but where works of microfiction emphasize the movement of narrative through
time—focusing on what happens, albeit in very few words—prose poetry tends

to emphasize what has happened and will always be happening.
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In the traditional lineated lyric, there is no real sense of chronological time,
even if there is some narrative content, because the lyric exists to say what is and
will be, rather than how one thing is contingent on another during a given time
period—and many prose poems share this quality of seeming to exist outside of
time. That is why Simic, who employs explicit narrative tropes in his prose poetry,
remains a poet. His prose poetry is about certain qualities and inflections of exis-
tence, rather than about the #hen and then of narrative-driven storytelling. In the
following prose poem, the shepherd’s hour extends into the reader’s time and space
with its use of present tense, and its position as the final word. The hour is never
fully realized and the person on the stove continues to be cooked:

From inside the pot on the stove someone
threatens the stars with a wooden spoon.
Otherwise, cloudless calm. The shepherd’s hour.!®

What makes the prose poem form so flexible and appealing is its ability to place
narrative in the service of poetry in a more naturalized way than in lineated lyric
poems, because we are so used to narratives in prose—we often read various short
and long prose narratives. Thus, a prose poem may play at creating a prose narra-
tive without ever relinquishing its poetic purpose. And, more generally, prose
poems may often seem to be what they are not, delighting or challenging the
reader by the manner in which they manipulate readerly expectations.

Prose poetry has the great advantage of being, especially in its English-language
manifestations, a relatively new form. It will, like all literary forms, age over time,
but at the moment the boundaries of the prose poem are being expanded. In a
prosaic age, poetry—which has always been at the center of human literary activ-
ity—may have found in prose poetry an important way forward. Prose poetry has
the prospect of becoming as significant to the writing of poetry generally as free
verse has been to the writing of lineated lyric poems. In offering new ways forward,
it opens up numerous possibilities.



CHAPTER 2

The Prose Poem’s

Post-Romantic Inheritance

ProsE POETRY'S CONNECTIONS TO THE RoMANTIC FRAGMENT

As we discussed in chapter 1, the contemporary English-language prose poem has
its most obvious early roots in the nineteenth-century French Romantic prose
poetry written by Charles Baudelaire, Arthur Rimbaud, and others. However, on
a more general level, contemporary prose poetry’s connection to Romanticism is
even deeper than this would suggest because vestiges of Romanticism continue to
cling to the prose poem form. If, as David Perkins suggested in the mid-twentieth
century, “we are still living in the comet’s tail of the early nineteenth century” or
if, as Fiona J. Stafford remarks, Romantic poetry is perennially significant because
it contains “urgent questions about the human condition and the surrounding
world,”" this has implications for understanding contemporary prose poetry. Ro-
manticism’s “astonishing change of sensibility”* continues to inform twenty-first-
century literary assumptions, and prose poetry’s fragmentary nature may be seen
to derive in significant part from Romanticism’s example.

Although contemporary writers take the fragmentary nature of the prose
poem for granted, it was once an important innovation to celebrate fragmentary
literary forms—an innovation that took hold with the Romantic movement but
that, as Andrew Allport observes, has been convincingly traced to the Italian
Renaissance by Leonard Barkan and is “formally part of a mixed genre that goes
back at least to Petrarch.” Literary fragments have been produced throughout
human history and, even if one accepts the arguments by Elizabeth Wanning
Harries that poetry fragments are frequently planned,? they are more often ac-
cidents of history than evidence of authors deciding or preferring to leave their
works unfinished. Romanticism inaugurated the idea that fragmentary philo-
sophical and literary works may have a special virtue because of their fragmentari-
ness and, what is more, the fragment may be understood, somewhat paradoxi-
cally, as complete or finished.

A number of scholars, including Marvin Richards, Nikki Santilli, Jonathan
Monroe, Stephen Fredman, and Michel Delville, have connected prose poetry to
the Romantic fragment. They have done so by way of the German critical frag-
ment—including the influential work of Friedrich Schlegel and Novalis—as well
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as the work of the English Romantic poets. They argue, for example, that prose
poetry is “[a]t once whole and standing alone . . . [the fragment-ruin of prose
poetry is] also incomplete and stand([s] for a greater whole,” and “[tJhe Romantic
fragment provides the ideological basis for the prose poem form.” Santilli’s Such
Rare Citings: The Prose Poem in English Literature (2002) states “[t]he first substan-
tial prose poetic forms emerge in the Romantic period with the appearance of the
German critical fragment,” while Jonathan Monroe’s A Poverty of Objects: The Prose
Poem and the Politics of Genre (1987) takes the position that “both Schlegel’s frag-
ments and the prose poetry of Baudelaire and his successors constitute privileged
sites at the margins of literature where the necessarily dialogical, conflictual, and
inescapably social nature of literary discourse comes into view.”®

Given the relationship between prose poetry and the Romantic fragment, com-
prehending one offers the opportunity to better appreciate the other. Furthermore,
if “the extended influence of Romantic fragments into Modernist and even Post-
modernist poetry” is uncovered,” then this underscores the view that the contem-
porary prose poem is simultaneously a product of postmodernism, modernism,
and Romanticism. While contemporary prose poetry is sometimes self-consciously
fractured and fragmentary, destabilizing and interrupting notions of TimeSpace
in ways Romantic writers rarely attempted (see chapter 6 for our discussion of
TimeSpace), the prose poem’s Romantic inheritance remains.

As already discussed, the contemporary form of the prose poem is perhaps best
dated from 1869 when Baudelaire’s Paris Spleen was posthumously published.
While Baudelaire follows Bertrand’s general example in Gaspard de la nuir (1842),
Baudelaire’s prose poetry is modern, urban, and engaged with the quotidian in a
way never attempted by Bertrand. He produces a series of works proclaiming their
fragmentary nature not only as an aesthetic virtue but to register the fragment’s
autonomy. For example, “A Joker” opens with images in a “metropolis” and is both
fragmentary and fluent:

Explosive New Year’s Day: chaos of mud and snow, criss-crossed by a thou-
sand carriages, sparkling with toys and toffee, crawling with greed and de-
spair, standard delirium of a metropolis, made to disturb the brain of the
sturdiest solitary.®

It ends with the narrator’s anger at an upper-class Frenchman’s buffoonery, but the
scene and narrative remain largely unresolved. In his brief preface to Paris Spleen,
Baudelaire explicitly celebrates such fragmentariness, asserting his fragments do
not need to be part of any greater and unifying narrative: “I will not hold [the
reader] to the unbroken thread of some superfluous plot. . . . Chop it into many
fragments and you will see how each is able to exist apart.”

This preface may appear casual enough and, given the shifting literary contexts
in which it appeared (it was first published in La Presse on August 26, 1862, as an
introduction to twenty of Baudelaire’s prose poems), it may be interpreted as, to
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some extent, cynical or opportunist—or even, as Kaplan suggests, as “a disguised
parody of the genre.”'® Raymond Mackenzie believes it “raises as many questions
as it resolves.”!" However, its significance cannot easily be overstated. In it, Baude-
laire declares that prose may be written without the conventional superstructures
of plot and traditional narrative and may align itself to the incomplete and the
disconnected.

The statement gathers together a great deal that the Romantics had been preoc-
cupied with for decades. They had been finding ways to disrupt superfluity of all
kinds in making their literary works—trying to break with conventional (and,
they believed, outdated) narrative structures and techniques, and also to break
with the strictures of traditional poetic methods and assumptions. As the nine-
teenth century progressed, they turned their gaze more and more toward their own
day-to-day experiences, and their own feelings, trying to escape the sentimental-
izing tendencies of much of that century’s heroic, formalist, narrative-driven, or
conventionally sanctioned poetry and prose.

In effect, many writers had lost faith with the established literary order, just as
many had lost faith with the established political, social, and ideological orders.
This loss of faith was complicated by what Andrew M. Stauffer suggests was the
Romantics’ emphasis on “emotional affect and transmission: sensibility and the
sublime” at a time when they were “newly pressurized by the discourse of the
Revolution and the Terror,” following the American Revolution (1765-83), the
French Revolution (1789), and the European revolutions of 1848. He claims this
resulted in a dilemma or series of paradoxes that included being “filled with fury,
yet pleasingly terrified.”!?

After Paris Spleen the prose poem became a symbol of a new way of writing—a
form of literary plain-speaking, however ornate and elaborate some prose poems
were in practice. It was a form not dressed in literature’s conventional fineries and,
instead, brought street life, autobiographical memories, personal feelings, and sub-
jective impressions into its sphere, sometimes all at once. Its narratives did not
necessarily cohere and were not always completed. In the hands of Arthur Rim-
baud, especially in his last work, the //luminations, prose poetry may also be said
to have inaugurated the movement toward what became known as surrealism in
the 1920s—an idea of literature, and art more generally, as antirationalist and
connected to dream-life and the unconscious.

Central to all of these developments was the idea that literature was fragmen-
tary and its forms were to some extent arbitrary. For instance, in the case of ///u-
minations (written from 1873-75; published 1886), the manuscript passed
through various hands prior to publication in such a way that no one knows what
order the poems should be published in—and many would claim it doesn’t matter.
This reminds one of Baudelaire’s assertion that the narratives in Paris Spleen could
be read in any order.
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ProSE POETRY As NEw aND OLD

As prose poetry enacted part of the Romantics’ project to break with established
and conventional literary forms, it became a new idea continuously associated
with the subversion of an old idea (literary forms as they had been). This is a
central reason why the prose poem form has since then been so resistant to con-
clusive definition. It still has the air of an unformed child about it. No matter how
grown up and how well formed it is, the old and graceful forms it left behind still
look to some people like “poetry” or “prose.”

Yet, the prose poem is one of the new norms and, indeed, it is a form that
helped shift international literature toward the innovations of modernism. It also
still carries some of the tendencies of the relatively brief Romantic period with an
admirable facility—so often encapsulating a small and fragmented evocation of
experience. And it is well adapted to the postmodern twenty-first century, offering
expressive possibilities well suited to the cacophony of contemporary broken en-
counters and fractured narratives, new technologies, and profoundly uncertain
and sometimes opaque subjectivities. Ira Sadoff, in his analysis of “Diane Wil-
liams’s jarringly difficult postmodern prose poetry or poetic prose,” makes a similar
point to Baudelaire and Rimbaud when he states, “A reader may move in and out
of making connections while at the same time certain passages read as if overhear-
ing someone’s private conversation.”?

Many of prose poetry’s writerly, aesthetic, and philosophical imperatives grew
out of the Romantic cast of mind. Romantic writers and thinkers everywhere
referenced a classical past that was literally in ruins—most famously the ancient
built legacies of Egypt, Greece, and Rome, along with the relatively few classical
literary and philosophical texts that still existed. Very little of this glorious inheri-
tance from the ancient world was complete, whether literary works, buildings,
paintings, or sculptures. Most works had simply perished, and those that survived
were often mere shreds of papyrus, or occasional quotations in the (also fragmen-
tary) works of other ancient writers—or bits of mosaics, bronze fragments, or
marble torsos without arms or heads.

Yet enough remained that was influential and awe-inspiring. In reference to the
Elgin Marbles, David Lowenthal comments, “The emotional power of a mutilated
marble was held to more than compensate for its lost formal perfection . . . Repair
was no longer required for antiquities to be appreciated; fragmentation was be-
coming a positive virtue.”'* Romantics doubted that structures as profound, mon-
umental, and mysterious as the pyramids of Giza or Khafre (or the Parthenon, or
many other Egyptian, Greek, and Roman ruins) could ever again be made, so they
celebrated these achievements. They wondered, too, at how so much knowledge
about almost every significant field of human activity had been produced by the
ancients in a relatively short period of time. These civilizations were simultane-
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ously remote and admirable; their legacy was damaged, and most of what they had
created was irretrievable.

In this sense, much of Romanticism is informed by the idea that we live in the
aftermath of greatness, some of which approaches the divine, and that writing,
and making art more generally, is a way of recollecting—partially and unsatisfac-
torily—what we cannot possess. Sophie Thomas makes the connection between
the “ruin” and the “fragment”:

Essentially, ruins are highly evocative forms of the fragment, and they operate
according to its logic: they suggest an absent whole, and indeed occupy an
ambivalent space between the part and the past whole, whose presence they
affirm and negate (affirm, paradoxically, by negation) . . . to the extent that
they are themselves preserved . . . Notions of hope, memorialization and res-

toration all thus adhere to the ruin as an object of contemplation.””

The Romantic fragment, in recognizing the incomplete and broken nature of
the world, was created out of idealism and nostalgia. It was partly driven by a re-
gret that things were no longer as they once were—that the heroic age had irre-
trievably passed—and there is something almost excruciating about this aspect of
Romanticism. Writers turned toward self-expression and, in many cases, the evo-
cation of a deeply personal subjectivity, partly as a way of finding in personal ap-
prehension, and in evocations of the quotidian, an expression of their sense of
belonging amid acknowledged imperfection. If bigger ideas, and history itself,
were compromised, various forms of self-narrative opened the prospect of being
able to freshen perception through individual acts of imagination and, in doing
so, construe a tarnished and worn reality in ways that would enable a new appre-
hension of the world.

For instance, it was a Romantic idea to understand the self as more or less sepa-
rate from the social world, and this idea sits at the heart of a literary form—the
fragment—that so often focuses on individual experience. J. M. Fitzgerald identi-
fies an extended poem—“The Prelude”—by the Romantic poet William Word-
sworth as “the first work of Western literature that took the perspective that by
telling one’s story one revealed truths about the self.”!¢ Fitzgerald states that the
poem led to the contemporary notions “that each individual constructs them-
selves . . . and that each individual’s story is his or her own uniquelly].”"”

In attempting to make things new, and to register their individual sensibilities
and apprehensions, the Romantic writers” particular attraction to the fragmentary
was crucial to their recognition that they could often only gesture at completeness
because the “whole” was not available. They became interested in the ineffable and
the sublime, looking for what was grand even when it was only able to be intuited
through limited individual experience and was unable to be fully comprehended
or expressed. They were preoccupied by trying to articulate their awareness of the
self’s problematic relationship with external reality.



THE PROSE POEM'S POST-ROMANTIC INHERITANCE o3 33

'This was true in different centers of Romanticism, including the United King-
dom, Germany, and France, despite there being major differences in how Roman-
ticism manifested itself in different countries. Indeed, various European Romanti-
cisms profoundly influenced one another, to the extent that Dennis E Mahony
identifies the late eighteenth-century “outburst of intellectual, literary, and artistic
creativity within German-speaking lands” as “signal[ing] the start of the Age of
Romanticism throughout Europe and even the Americas.”'® French Romanticism,
for instance, was cognizant of German and English models but was troubled by
particular, far-reaching political and social upheavals—including, as Fabienne
Moore writes, “the collapse of the monarchy . . . the capsizing of the Revolution
[of 1789] into the Terror, and the downfall of Napoleon after a 20-year reign.”"
Moore also observes in France that the “poetry of this tumultuous historical pe-
riod, from the last decade of Louis XVI’s reign [1774-92] to the Empire, is a ka-
leidoscope of themes and styles, a mixture of old and new, with no equivalent
figureheads to the central six poets of English Romanticism.”*’

By the time Baudelaire was writing, in the mid-nineteenth century, the works
of German and English Romantic writers were well known in France—including
the influential Novalis and the main English Romantic poets. Eric Partridge com-
ments, “[a]s a force of impulsion . . . English literature very vitally affected French
Romanticism,” and he also identifies some of the English-language writers who
directly influenced Baudelaire, such as Poe (whom he emulated and whose works
he translated) and De Quincey.”! Baudelaire was also aware of German models,
and Jonathan Monroe writes that the “formal struggle that Bertrand, Baudelaire,
and Rimbaud each in his turn would decide in favor of prose, the printed medium
of the modern age, is anticipated by Novalis, briefly, brilliantly.”**

In highlighting some of these links Paul Davies emphasizes that English Ro-
manticism was more literary and less philosophical than German Romanticism,
which “developed a program for literature and culture that aimed at all fields of
art, science, and society.” The extent of such differences is important but, as
Christoph Bode notes, it should not obscure the connections, and notable simi-
larities, between various Romantic enterprises in different places. All of these Ro-
manticisms grew out of, accompanied, and helped to propel a transformation of
the established social and political order at a time when social cohesion was
strained. Bode suggests, “we reconceptualize European Romanticism as a sez 0f
responses . . . to a historically specific challenge: the challenge of the ever-accelerating
modernization of European society.”*

While there is no one pan-European Romantic movement, there are broad
tendencies that apply to Romanticism in general—and, significantly, nineteenth-
century Romantic writers in Germany and the United Kingdom produced literary
and philosophical fragments that were not only an important influence on Baude-
laire’s writing but that bear a continuing relationship to the fragmentary form of
the prose poem. These writers include Samuel Taylor Coleridge in England and
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Friedrich Schlegel in Germany, both of whom were influenced by—as well as
critical of—Immanuel Kant’s ideas, and who “experimented with the form of
philosophy, composing fragments usually conceived as ‘Bruchstiicke,” or parts
broken off from a projected whole.”” In one sense, for many writers the fragmen-
tary in one form or another became almost all there was. In their fragmentary
work, the part or fragment may be said to stand in for an implied whole—at which
it gestures. The whole was either inconceivable, or inexpressible in words, or risked
being deformed by any attempt at full expression. This responds to the idea that
while completion “is a feature of a state long past” a fragment “might well be still
awaiting its completion in the future.”?® Furthermore, there were aesthetic prefer-
ences at work in these matters. Michael Bradshaw writes that “Many Romantic
writers . . . [saw] some sort of cachet in stopping short of an ending, almost as if
a proper determined ending were in some sense vulgar.”*

As many Romantic writers and artists concluded that no totality could be fully
articulated in a world where ancient grandeur was compromised and broken, so
they idealized what was ruined, and emulated what could not be reconstituted. In
doing so, they joined antiquarian interests to larger aesthetic, literary, and philo-
sophical concerns—Stephen Bann argues that “the antiquarian has a vital part to
play in heralding the full-blooded historical-mindedness of the Romantic epoch.”*
Kelly Eileen Battles observes that “the antiquarian impulse involves the expansion
of the concept of fragmentation to include not only materiality (ruins, artifacts,
etc.), but also fragmented narrative forms and the privileging of the historical
anecdote to the exclusion of linear grand narratives.”” Along with Coleridge in
England and Schlegel in Germany, the concept of fragmentation influenced Eng-
lish poets as diverse as Wordsworth, Keats, Shelley, Blake, and Byron—not to
mention the brilliant and influential proto-Romantic poet and hoaxer Thomas
Chatterton—and in Germany fragmentation was especially important to Novalis’s
questing work.

William Vaughan, simultancously referring to the work of the English painter
William Turner, the German philosopher Friedrich Schlegel, and the English poet
and philosopher Samuel Taylor Coleridge, comments that “[tJo some extent in
self-conscious opposition to Classicism, Romanticism represented itself as the art
of incompleteness made necessary by the ineffable and eternally evolving processes
of the universe,” suggesting how keenly aware the Romantics were of what was
unsayable, and of how the incomplete gesture or articulation was a way of ac-
knowledging the inexpressibility attendant on a great deal of experience. Memo-
rably, Isaiah Berlin characterizes these Romantic apprehensions and preoccupa-
tions as

a new and restless spirit, seeking violently to burst through old and cramping
forms, a nervous preoccupation with perpetually changing inner states of
consciousness, a longing for the unbounded and the indefinable, for per-
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petual movement and change, an effort to return to the forgotten sources of
life, a passionate effort at self-assertion both individual and collective, a search
after means of expressing an unappeasable yearning for unattainable goals.!

Such ideas remain crucially important because they have been carried forward
into the twenty-first century even as they have suffered the sea changes of a some-
times disillusioned or world-weary modernism and postmodernism. Fragmented
forms, condensed and incomplete yet gesturing at large and sometimes ineffable
ideas, have influenced almost all modern forms of literary production. Even many
contemporary literary novels—an extended form suited to “whole” stories—do
not aim to complete their narratives, and many contemporary poems are impres-
sionistic and open.

THE “OPEN” AND THE INCONCLUSIVE

A well-known passage from Coleridge’s letter to John Thelwall of October 16,
1797, sums up many currents of the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
zeitgeist, including the connection between the small and the grand:

I can ar times feel strongly the beauties, you describe, in themselves & for
themselves—but more frequently a// things appear little—all the knowledge,
that can be acquired, child’s play—the universe itself—what but an immense
heap of /ittle things>—I can contemplate nothing but parts, & parts are all
little—!—My mind feels as if it ached to behold & know something grear—
something one & indivisible and it is only in the faith of this that rocks or
waterfalls, mountains or caverns give me the sense of sublimity or majesty!—
But in this faith a// things counterfeit infinity!*

Thomas McFarland, following Fritz Strich, argues that Romantic writers and
thinkers found themselves confronting “the attendant paradox whereby the per-
ception of parts and fragments implies the hypothetical wholeness of infinity, but
the impossibility of grasping that entity.”>> Where infinity is concerned, fragments
make finite and incomplete gestures at an unencompassable totality. D. F. Rauber
observes:

The great formal problem of the romantic poet can be stated briefly as the
devising of means to embody the infinite in a finite, discrete, and sequential
medium . . . the fragment constitutes a perfect formal solution to the prob-
lem . .. it matches romantic ideals and tone as fully and completely as the

closed couplet matches the ideals of eighteenth-century neoclassicism.**

The German poet and philosopher Novalis (1772-1801) also addresses these
issues in his Logological Fragments, written at the end of the eighteenth century—
texts that are simultancously philosophical and prose-poctical in being highly
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suggestive and allusive. They are dependent as much upon the presentation and
combination of sometimes disparate ideas as on the development of a discursive
argument or extended narrative structure:

Only what is incomplete can be comprehended—can take us further. What
is complete is only enjoyed. If we want to comprehend nature we must pos-
tulate it as incomplete, to reach an unknown variable in this way. All deter-

mination is relative.?

Novalis also states:

As one progresses so much becomes dispensable—much appears in a different
light . . . That which is imperfect appears most tolerably as a fragment—and
thus this form of communication is to be recommended above that which as
a whole is not yet finished.?

Therefore, while the incomplete is comprehensible, the complete or the per-
fected resists understanding, and the imperfect and fragmentary (in its gesture at
an unachievable perfectibility) is preferable to an unattainable or unsettled whole.
In one of his Critical Fragments Schlegel goes so far as to suggest that “many a work
of art whose coherence is never questioned is . . . not a complete work but a frag-
ment, or one or more fragments.””’

This last point draws attention to the Romantics’ awareness of the brokenness
of the things of the world, and the idea that coherence is unachievable. This aware-
ness may have been expressed differently by different writers—one need only think
of the powerfully divergent preoccupations of Blake, Wordsworth, and Byron—
but tropes of fragmentation haunt almost all of the major works of the Romantic
period. Michael O’Brien states that this is because “[t]heory and reality became
dissonant, young men could no longer read Gibbon or Condorcet without a sense
of disjuncture . . . Romanticism . . . appealed to a generation who felt the immedi-
ate past unnourishing, the present unreliable, the future unpredictable.”?®

The Romantic fragment embodies this sense of disjuncture, and Coleridge fa-
mously left a variety of important poems as fragments, including “Kubla Khan”
(completed 1797; published 1816)—in which case he disingenuously blamed the
intervention of “a person on business from Porlock”*—for the intractability of his
poetic material. His gesture was characteristic of the period in general, and there
was an impetus to more closely connect poetry to prose. Jeffrey C. Robinson notes
that Wordsworth’s “Preface to Lyrical Ballads” (1800) “argues for the near identity
of poetry and prose [in] driving to recover and stimulate through poetry an es-
sential human spirit available to all persons.”* Wordsworth never entirely con-
flates poetry and prose in this famous preface, but he writes:

[N]ot only the language of a large portion of every good poem, even of the
most elevated character, must necessarily, except with reference to the metre,
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in no respect differ from that of good prose, but likewise that some of the most
interesting parts of the best poems will be found to be strictly the language of

prose when prose is well written. !

The democratization of literature had begun, accompanied by an urge to relate
poetry more directly to prose and to the quotidian.

Keats, with his strong interest in writers such as Spenser and Shakespeare, was
less immediately concerned than Wordsworth with “all persons” but he, too, was
aware the old edifices were no longer easily adaptable to contemporary literature,
and fragmentation was one result. His poems “Hyperion” (1820) and “The Fall of
Hyperion” (1856) have been read as works whose incompleteness helps to define
them and their poetic character.*’ Categorized as a “dependent” fragment by Mar-
jorie Levinson, and as an “exercise in the poet’s career,”® such works emphasize
absence as powerfully as they register presence. Or, to put this differently, in reg-
istering a presence that also incorporates significant absence and indeterminacy,
they appear to assert that complete edifices are unachievable. Far from expressing
narrative failure, Keats's choice to leave “Hyperion” as a fragment has been inter-
preted as demonstrating maturity and an understanding of “an absence of mean-
ing at the heart of things.”*

In Shelley’s case, McFarland remarks, “one can simply open the Oxford edition
of Shelley’s poetical works (one could do the same with the new Penguin edition
of Wordsworth’s poems), and in the table of contents observe such titles as ‘Prince
Athanase: A Fragment’; ‘Fragment: Home’; ‘Fragment of a Ghost Story’; ‘Frag-
ment: To One Singing’; ‘A Fragment: To Music’; ‘Another Fragment to Music.” ”#
He also writes that “Shelley’s fragmentariness is only one illustration of the intensi-
fied occurrence of diasparactive forms in the Romantic era,” understanding the
diasparactive “triad” as “[ilncompletion, fragmentation, and ruin.”* He further
comments that “the Elgin marbles—those supreme testimonies to significance
within ruin—serve as a kind of objective correlative for the culture and history of
the epoch” and, in doing so, endorses and expands upon Schlegel’s twenty-fourth
Athenaeum Fragment from 1798: “Many of the works of the ancients have become
fragments. Many modern works are fragments as soon as they are written.”

Notwithstanding Barkan’s observation, “the non finito is not a mere romantic
anachronism,”®® the idea of a fragment as self-sufficient contradicted an assump-
tion that had been prevalent until the Romantic period across all main literary
genres, including poetry. The assumption was that works of literature, and other
works of art, should be formally completed. In the English Renaissance, for ex-
ample, this urge toward completion saw Christopher Marlowe’s Hero and Lean-
der “finished” by George Chapman—and finished again, rather less impressively,
by Henry Petowe. Although many literary works from the period, and from
carlier periods, remained incomplete—because of their authors’ deaths, or be-
cause they grew sick of their work, or because their work was too ambitious for
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their capacities (Chaucer’s 7he Canterbury Tales [1387] and Spenser’s The Faerie
Queene [1590] are famous examples)—this was not usually a deliberate or
avowed literary strategy. For example, Spenser’s “Amoretti 33” may be as much
a literary performance of mea culpa as a sincere expression of a sense of wrongdo-
ing, but it indicates how Spenser publicly rued his inability to complete his
masterpiece. The sonnet begins:

Great wrong I do, I can it not deny,
To that most sacred Empress, my dear dread,
Not finishing her Queen of Faery,”

The Augustans, too, famously celebrated a neoclassical idea of harmony and
resolution, perhaps most tellingly expressed in Alexander Pope’s invocation of the
great chain of being—a chain that has aesthetic as well as religious, social, and
political implications: “And if each system in gradation roll / Alike essential to th’
amazing whole.”°

Many Romantics remained cognizant of the “amazing whole” referred to by
Pope, but unlike Pope they had little confidence their works might in any way
fully encompass such a thing. Coleridge’s lament in the letter to Thelwall quoted
above, he “can contemplate nothing but parts,”" reflects a general sense that this
“whole” was not only out of reach but that literary works might only gesture at
it. In this context, the fragment symbolizes the limitations of human apprehen-
sion and the relative inaccessibility of the sublime and infinite. In addition to
this—in the spirit of Novalis’s fragments—the imperfect was elevated above the
perfect, and the broken and incomplete was paradoxically elevated to the status
of a whole.

ScHLEGEL AND THE FRAGMENT AS A CLOSED ForM REesisTING CLOSURE

The Romantic fragment’s refusal to be pinned down, its resistance to closure and
its “inherent multiplicity” in the way it is always itself and yet suggestive of more
than itself,’* reinforces the sense of expansiveness it so often conveys. Schlegel
celebrates such expansiveness, and Romantic poetry’s diversity more generally, in
his late eighteenth-century manifesto of Romantic poetics:

Romantic poetry is a progressive, universal poetry. Its aim isnt merely to re-
unite all the separate species of poetry and put poetry in touch with philoso-
phy and rhetoric. It tries to and should mix and fuse poetry and prose, inspira-
tion and criticism, the poetry of art and the poetry of nature; and make poetry
lively and sociable, and life and society poetical. . . . Other kinds of poetry are
finished and are now capable of being fully analyzed. The romantic kind of
poetry is still in the state of becoming; that, in fact, is its real essence: that it
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should forever be becoming and never be perfected. It can be exhausted by no
theory and only a divinatory criticism would dare try to characterize its ideal .’

In this celebrated paragraph, Schlegel reintegrates poetry and prose as a fusing
of disciplines—and, significantly, he attempts to unite philosophy and poetry.
Monroe claims that “Schlegel’s theory recommends itself as a point of departure
for exploring the larger horizon within which the poetry/prose problematic is
inscribed.”>* Schlegel asserts that while poetry is about life, it simultaneously ex-
tends beyond knowledge to embrace infinite progression and the unknowable. He
posits that Romantic poetry is inexhaustible, heterogeneous, and, importantly,
imperfect.

Schlegel’s celebrated definition of the Romantic fragment is much terser. A
well-known translation reads, “A fragment, like a miniature work of art, has to be
entirely isolated from the surrounding world and be complete in itself like a por-
cupine.”® Although the image of a porcupine makes reference to writing because
of its quills, this fragment has been the subject of animated debate. On a first
reading, Schlegel’s point about isolation appears to contradict his argument that
Romantic poetry should be “lively and sociable.” Yet “Igel” may be translated as
“hedgehog,” and Randy Norman Innes writes, “a hedgehog’s spines . . . cannot be
discharged. A hedgehog rolls itself into a ball but does not attack; its spines are . . .
used to collect berries . . . and thus [it] attaches itself to its environment.”®

Similarly, Michael Bradshaw praises the “hedgehog analogy” for the way in
which it promotes the fragment as both connected to the word and yet simultane-
ously isolated: “[It] is brilliantly chosen, capturing a mixture of independence,
obstinacy and comedy in the fragment’s much-prized rejection of attempts to
contain or absorb it: the fragment is a creature which possesses agency and mobil-
ity.”” Fragments may not present wholes, but in suggesting them, they metonymi-
cally stand in for the absent and (at least notionally) completed work, asserting
the sufficiency of knowing less rather than more. As fragments affirm the possibil-
ity of addressing “more,” they simultaneously characterize this “more” as neither
fully available nor fully knowable.

It is useful at this point to quote the opening of Schlegel’s Athenaeum Fragment
77 where he states, “A dialogue is a chain or garland of fragments.”*® In this light,
the Romantic fragment may even be imagined as a garlanded hedgehog, a para-
doxical metaphor suggesting how individual fragments turn in on themselves,
garland-like, and are simultaneously in dialogue with larger, “universal” issues. The
fragment as hedgehog connects with the world even as it defends itself against it.
Charles Rosen elaborates upon this circular structure in his observation:

The Romantic Fragment s . . . a closed structure, but its closure is a formality:
it may be separated from the rest of the universe, but it implies the existence
of what is outside itself not by reference but by its instability. The form is not
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fixed but is torn apart or exploded by paradox, by ambiguity, just as the open-
ing song of [Robert Schumann’s song cycle] Dichterliebe is a closed, circular
form in which beginning and end are unstable—implying a past before the
song begins and a future after its final chord.”

Even Marjorie Levinson’s probing taxonomy and phenomenology of Romantic
fragment poems, which offer a “reading protocol,” do not fully secure the frag-
ments shifting form. Her focus on different kinds of fragments emphasizes the
numerous interpretative strategies used by readers of fragments to “fill in the
blanks.”®® However, an issue with such a taxonomy is that one may, from time to
time, be tempted to dispute the categorization of one or another particular frag-
ment. For example, “Kubla Khan” may be a complete fragment that “makes its
readers connect its separate antithetical movements and fuse its imagery,”®' but
that is not necessarily how all readers understand it. Even Levinson’s insightful and
suggestive work does not necessarily tighten the boundaries around each of the
fragments she mentions or rein in the ambiguity and indeterminacy of the form.
The literary fragment continues to open out, to challenge and test its readers
subjective acts of understanding and interpretation.

Oss14N’s PROSE-POETICAL FRAGMENTS

As writers from the Romantic period self-consciously and concertedly produced a
great many fragments, they had a highly influential literary model that for a con-
siderable period was almost all-pervasive in literary communities throughout Eu-
rope. This model was written in English and subsequently widely translated. These
were works by the influential proto-Romantic writer James Macpherson (1736—
96), collected under the title 7he Poems of Ossian, which significantly influenced
Goethe, Byron, Blake, Coleridge, Wordsworth, and numerous others, including
European painters. Editions of Ossian are readily available in print and online so
we won't quote from the works, which benefit from being read at length. However,
these works are notable for being the first sustained group of English poetical
works composed in prose.

‘They are a hybrid set of works, partly derived from original Scots Gaelic (and
possibly also Irish Gaelic) that Macpherson “Englished”—and, for the most part,
they are Macpherson’s own invention. This was a new kind of work that united
the epic tradition with a deep subjectivity, making out of loss and lament—and a
kind of literary keening—an attempt to shore up the ruins of an ancient Gaelic
culture. Macpherson’s work evoked a heroic past many people wished to believe
in at a time when the brutal Highland Clearances were gathering momentum and
Scottish Gaelic societies and cultural and literary traditions were being overrun,
eroded, and, to a considerable extent, obliterated by the English. Robert Crawford
suggests, in this sense, that Macpherson’s literary mission was akin to those of the



THE PROSE POEM'S POST-ROMANTIC INHERITANCE o3 41

later modernists, T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound, in that each writer responded to “the
danger of cultural fragmentation lead[ing] to the self-conscious use of the frag-
ment (not least the ancient fragment) . . . as a way of speaking out of this position
of break-up.”®

Macpherson’s first 1760 edition of groundbreaking poetic prose was tantaliz-
ingly entitled Fragments of Ancient Poetry, Collected in the Highlands of Scotland,
and Translated from the Gaelic or Erse Language. Shortly afterward, Macpherson
expanded Ossian to include, among other works, his epic about Fingal. Macpher-
son represented all of these works as fragments of a largely lost literary culture. He

writes:

[A]fter a peregrination of six months, the translator collected from tradition,
and some manuscripts, all the poems in the following collection, and some
more still in his hands, though rendered less complete by the ravages of
time . . . excepting the present poem, those pieces are in a great measure
lost, and there only remain a few fragments of them in the hands of the
translator.®

Because Macpherson concocted his “translations” of Ossian from putative frag-
ments of Scots Gaelic poetry, he has been variously labeled a hoaxer or fraudster.
As a result, and because Ossian is now seen as a period piece and is no longer
fashionable, it has not been accorded a great deal of recent critical attention. For
example, in 2009 Thomas M. Curley stated that “Macpherson went to his grave
perpetrating literary fraud by helping to make public a false Gaelic ‘original’ to
validate his mainly counterfeit English Ossian.”** While Curley’s point was true
enough, it did not give Macpherson the credit he deserved for creating a signifi-
cant work of literature that influenced Romanticism worldwide.

Thomas Chatterton also perpetrated a significant literary hoax within a few
years of the publication of Ossian, in which he invented an author, the fifteenth-
century monk-poet Thomas Rowley, along with Rowley’s fragmentary works.
Through doing so—and not unlike Macpherson—he created a model for a new
way of writing. It was as if Romanticism needed a refurbished idea of the past in
order to create its fresh and present reality, and Macpherson and Chatterton pro-
vided the kinds of “past” literatures that Romanticism craved—even though such
literatures were actually contemporary expressions of an emerging Romantic sen-
sibility. Both writers provided Romanticism with influential models for combin-
ing antiquarian interests with a new fragmentary poetics; both were significant
feats of creative brilliance while also being complex literary hoaxes.

Dafydd Moore has written of “the regularity of Ossian’s prose-poetry . . . and
[its] lyrical/dramatic nature,”® which is unlike contemporary prose poetry as we
have come to understand it from the examples of Baudelaire and Rimbaud. Ossian
is sensuous and, strangely, creates a sense of external drama emerging from deeply
subjective and often dreamlike sequences of poetic prose. Nevertheless, it was the
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first significant signal in English that strict boundaries between poetry and prose
were breaking down. It also indicated that fragmented literary works offered an
opportunity to place (in Macpherson’s case, a rather indeterminate) suggestive-
ness and an explicit emotiveness at the forefront of literary works. John J. Dunn
observes:

That Macpherson chose to call his poems “fragments” is indicative of another
quality that made them unusual in their day. The poems have a spontaneity
that is suggested by the fact that the poets seem to be creating their songs as
the direct reflection of an emotional experience. In contrast to the image of
the poet as the orderer, the craftsman, the poets of the Fragments have a kind
of artlessness (to us a very studied one, to be sure) that gave them an aura of
sincerity and honesty.®

Macpherson’s “translations” constitute a radical experiment in the prosody and
subject matter of English-language poetry that helped to change the course of
English literature, no matter how artificial and contrived much of Ossian seems
today. In 1847 Asa Humphrey provides a short quotation from Ossian—“The
music of Carryl, was, like the memory of joys that are past, pleasant and mournful
to the soul”—and writes, “[TThis is a species of verse, unlike to all others: it being
without form, like other poems, without metre, and without order in the arrange-
ment of its feet, or its numbers; and may, perhaps, not properly be ranked, as one
of the orders of English verse.”®” E.H.W. Meyerstein adds, “Macpherson can,
without extravagance, be regarded as the main originator (after the translators of
the Authorized Version) of what’s known as ‘free verse.’ %

It is possible to go further and understand the example of Ossian as highly in-
fluential in the development of the prose poem. A few critics, including Michael
Benedikt and Robert Crawford, have recognized this.”” Crawford writes that Os-
sian “is vital to the growth of the prose poem,” while Rachel Barenblat contends
through this work, “the seeds of the English-language prose poem were sown.””
While English-language poets mainly continued to compose in meter until the
end of the nineteenth century—when Oscar Wilde, partly influenced by French
models, briefly attempted to stimulate the writing of prose poetry in English—the
early example of Ossian opened up the possibility that English poetry might es-
chew meter and find ways of speaking “unlike to all others.”

CONTEMPORARY PROSE POETRY’S ROMANTIC INHERITANCE

Contemporary prose poetry speaks in ways that many of the Romantics would
not recognize. While the Romantic fragment was a precursor to, and provided an
important model for, prose poets, contemporary prose poets have taken the idea
of fragmentation in numerous directions. We would like to illustrate this by focus-
ing on a few examples of contemporary prose poetry that reveal affiliations with
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Romanticism but that simultaneously offer a critique or subversion of Romantic
ideas and assumptions. These are fairly characteristic responses by twenty-first-
century prose poets to Romantic tropes, given that many larger Romantic ideals
have long since seemed unrealizable, and also given that Romanticism has been
criticized for its complex and sometimes ambiguous associations with rapacious
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European colonial ventures.

An important general issue for contemporary prose poets—to an even greater
extent than their Romantic predecessors—is that fragmentation does not neces-
sarily imply something that is lost or belonging to the past. What fragments do
almost inevitably suggest is a connection to something that has a further existence,
or is completed, outside of the fragment. Prize-winning author Lydia Davis ob-
serves, “[w]e can't think of fragment without thinking of whole. The word frag-
ment implies the word whole. A fragment would seem to be part of a whole, a
broken-off part of a whole.””! Davis identifies the fragment as metonymic, as
standing in for something outside of the work the fragment signals, even as it is
unable to fully represent it.

In the Romantic period, this quality—the fragment’s ability to house or impli-
cate what is greater than itself—was fundamental to the form’s boundlessness of
suggestion and evocation. For contemporary prose poets, the fragmentary nature
of their work is able to open up similar possibilities and suggestiveness but is also
often associated with a sense of doubt, hesitancy, constraint, or anxiety. Contem-
porary prose poetry gestures toward a world fraught with political, social, environ-
mental, and ideological complexity. Just as many postmodern concerns can be
traced back to Romantic preoccupations, contemporary prose poets—like their
Romantic counterparts—are not always sure how these issues might be encom-
passed in their works.

Edward Larissy notes that there is a “genetic thesis about the persistence of
Romanticism in the present, both in thematic and stylistic tendencies.””* The idea
that “[m]odernism is essendially a remoulding of Romanticism” has led to the
“proposition that Postmodernism is also yet another mutation of the original
stock.””® There have been challenges to this lineage from some scholars, and the
ache “to behold & know something grea,”’* as Coleridge mentions in his letter to
Thelwall, is viewed skeptically by most twenty-first-century prose poets. However,
even this attitude is not so different from that of many Romantics, who increas-
ingly found their ideals unrealizable. This may be a reason why some of the more
wide-ranging and ambitious contemporary prose poems are broadly surrealist in
tendency—it is in the evocation of dreamlike or surreal situations that they are
able to find the ground on which to motion the large, the unconstrained, and the
untrammeled.

As a result of this modern zeitgeist—which has inherited Romanticism’s focus
on the self and on individual apprehension, but which has largely parted com-
pany with Romanticism’s high idealism—contemporary prose poetry often has a
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quizzical, playful, experimental, or exploratory quality (sometimes all of these
characteristics), as if it is an incursion into uncertain territory. While the focus on
subjectivity remains, the contemporary prose poet’s sense of a larger reality outside
of a prose poem is likely to be informed more by science, technology, or quotidian
reality than by ideas of beauty or the Romantic sublime. Even when some of the
larger abstractions loved by the Romantics are invoked by contemporary prose
poets, there is usually a cautionary or questioning note.

For example, Jane Satterfield addresses nature—a subject dear to Romantic
poets—and alludes to Wordsworth’s famous remark, “Poetry is the spontaneous
overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its origin from emotion recollected in tran-
quillity.”” However, her prose poem does not celebrate nature as a subject for
poetry; it debunks its Romantic connotations and repeatedly interposes a contem-
porary version of the “real” between nature, Romantic contemplation, and the
writer/reader. The poem, entitled “Why I Don’t Write Nature Poems,” begins:

Because I'm always wearing the wrong shoes, I rarely stray from the path.
There’s recollect, there’s tranquility and the way the trains punctuate each hour,
shrill the shaken fields. Let’s bide a bit here, thinking why we love them—the
tracks, the transit, a train’s a metaphor for so many things in life. Like me, too
busy eyeing up the buffet from the back of the line to consider a phalanx of
phlox, the tabby stray cavorting in the hedge. I don’t see a cow meadow as any

kind of invocation.”®

Satterfield’s attitude is wry, ironic, and acutely aware of, but unwilling to be
taken in by, received Romantic tropes. Many twenty-first-century prose poems
make use of fragmented quotations or allusions in this way, indicating how their
received literary and cultural heritage is fractured. This is even more evident in the
original publication of this prose poem in the Beltway Poetry Quarterly,”” where
the omission of apostrophes gives the prose poem an even greater sense of incom-
pleteness. For example, in the line “I'm always wearing the wrong shoes,” Satter-
field plays with the idea of punctuation, writing of “the way the trains punctuate
each hour.” The lack of apostrophes gives a sense of the casual or quotidian to the
work by eliminating formalities. In both versions, the work’s more erudite appeals
to tranquillity and metaphor are placed in italics to separate them from images of
the “buffet” and the “stray tabby.””®

John Kinsella’s “Graphology 300: Against ‘Nature Writing’ ” is a free-line prose
poem (a mode we discuss in chapter 4) that uses a list form in its strident assertions
that Nature writers are “hypocrites™:

Nature writing equals the new racketeering,.
Nature writers make good use of plane travel and restaurants serving up
nature.

Nature writing equals recognition as gratiﬁcation.
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Nature writers wear tough boots and mark their trail out hiking. They need
to get back. They drive cars.”

The repetitive use of “Nature Writer” in the list form, along with the placement
of “Nature Writing” in the title in quotation marks, aims to expose the hypocrisy
of those who say they are invested in the environment but are, sometimes sancti-
moniously, destroying it.

Many contemporary works also address the reader directly, implicating them,
as it were, in understanding that their engagement with a prose poem remains an
act of readerly decision-making. In “Warning to the Reader,” for example, Robert
Bly invokes ideas of beauty that would be familiar to the Romantics, but as soon
as he establishes this trope he undercuts it, insisting that his poem addresses darker
concerns:

Sometimes farm granaries become especially beautiful when all the oats or
wheat are gone, and wind has swept the rough floor clean. Standing inside,
we see around us, coming in through the cracks between shrunken wall
boards, bands or strips of sunlight. So in a poem about imprisonment, one
sees a lictle lighe. . . .

I say to the reader, beware. Readers who love poems of light may sit
hunched in the corner with nothing in their gizzards for four days, light
failing, the eyes glazed . . .

They may end as a mound of feathers and a skull on the open board-

wood floor . . .8

This prose poem ends as a kind of cautionary tale for the reader, suggesting
those infatuated with light—a favorite trope in many Romantic poems, most fa-

mously expressed in Shelley’s image of “a dome of many-colored glass™!

—may
end up imprisoned. Metaphorically, this is a plea for readers to look beyond beau-
tiful imagery in poetry toward bigger and more troubling issues; toward, one
might say, the contemporary “real.” It is a way of simultancously invoking post-
modernity’s Romantic inheritance and claiming we need to look beyond this in-
heritance. It is revealing that the last two sentences of Bly’s work end in ellipses as
he emphasizes his work’s fragmented and indeterminate condition, leaving the
reader to resolve the issues that the work has raised.

Hala Alyan’s “Oklahoma” also deals with troubling issues, and the problema-
tized language insists that the reader engage with colonialism’s cultural and racial
violence—and consider their own postcolonial situation. The work begins by in-
voking the extensive US state of Oklahoma and its history, which saw the indig-
enous Cherokee (and other American Indian tribes) harried, assaulted, and

murdered:

For a place I hate, I invoke you often. Stockholm’s: I am eight years old and
the telephone poles are down, the power plant at the edge of town spitting
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electricity. Before the pickup trucks, the strip malls, dirt beaten by
Cherokee feet. Osiyo, tsilugi. Rope swung from mule to tent to man,
tornadoes came, the wind rearranged the face of the land like a chessboard.
This was before the gold rush, the greed of engines, before white men
pressing against brown women, nailing crosses by the river, before the slow
songs of cotton plantations, the hymns toward God, the murdered dangling
like earrings.®

Alyan’s use of Cherokee words for “hello” and “welcome” in this prose poem is bit-
terly ironic and, in mentioning these words out of their linguistic and cultural
contexts, she makes a gesture toward the kinds of social and cultural fragmentation
that the Cherokee suffered at the hands of European settlers. Later in the poem
her statement that “a boy whispers sand monkey” indicates that racial prejudice still
exists,* given that this is a derogatory term for people from the Middle East, and
Hala Alyan is of Palestinian heritage.

Much of the depredation this poem alludes to occurred during the Romantic
period, and it is salutary to consider that as the Romantics idealized the “noble
savage,” representatives of their civilizations were destroying indigenous cul-
tures in many parts of the world. This poem bluntly critiques such activity, and
at its conclusion even the concept of “Heaven” is problematized, domesticated,
and fragmented: “Heaven is pressed in a pleather booth at the Olive Garden,
sipping Pepsi between my gapped teeth, listening to my father mispronounce
his meal.”%4

Cecilia Woloch’s “Postcard to Ilya Kaminsky from a Dream at the Edge of the
Sea” invokes the kind of dream imagery that so entranced the Romantics—the most
famous examples of which are Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan: or, A Vision in a Dream;
A Fragment,” and John Keats’s fragment “The Fall of Hyperion,” in which he writes,
“Poesy alone can tell her dreams, / With the fine spell of words.”® Woloch’s poem
presents a postmodern view of the capacity of dreams to translate the poet from a
place of disappointment to the realization of a visionary possibility:

I was leaving a country of rain for a country of apples. I hadn’t much time. I
told my beloved to wear his bathrobe, his cowboy boots, a black patch like a
pirate might wear over his sharpest eye. . . . A feathery breeze. Then a white
tree blossomed over the bed, all white blossoms, a painted tree. “OA,” I said,
or my love said to me. We want to be human, always, again, so we knelt like
children at prayer while our lost mothers hushed us. A halo of bees. I was
dreaming as hard as I could dream. It was fast—how the apples fattened and
fell. The country that rose up to meet me was steep as a mirror; the gold hook
gleamed.®

In Woloch’s prose poem, while there are Romantic tropes (“a country of ap-

» «

ples,

a white tree blossom[ing],” and “a halo of bees”),*” the work ends by sug-
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gesting that its vision is either solipsistic (a view in a mirror) or fraught with
danger—the image of the gold hook is at once appealing and threatening. Like
the Romantics, Woloch exploits the suggestive possibilities of the fragment, leav-
ing her dream narrative incomplete and refusing to provide it with a resolution.
We may wake, but only by exiting her poem.

Many contemporary prose poems provide such insights into the “self,” its sub-
jectivity and its perceptions. Anne Carson’s brief prose poem “On Hedonism”
does something similar but with a sense of ironic disjuncture in its image-making.
The speaker of the poem may not be the poet, but the first-person pronoun func-
tions for the reader as a notional self-projection, and the poem’s speaker claims to
have something interesting to say about herself as well as the poem’s ostensible
subject:

Beauty makes me hopeless. I don't care why anymore I just want to get away.
When I look at the city of Paris I long to wrap my legs around it. When I
watch you dancing there is a heartless immensity like a sailor in a dead-calm
sea. Desires as round as peaches bloom in me all night, I no longer gather what

falls.®®

This prose poem’s strategy is reminiscent of much Romantic poetry in the way
it suggests much more than it explicitly says, and in the way it avoids discursively
explicating the issues it opens up. Carson’s interest in the idea of “beauty” and
“immensity” also connects it to the widespread Romantic interest in abstractions
that relate to aesthetic appreciation and value. Keats’s famous conclusion to “Ode
on a Grecian Urn” (1820), “Beauty is truth, truth beauty,”® is a fine example of
this, and Carson’s invocation of such ideas also derives from the ancient Greek
preoccupation with aesthetics—connecting, in turn, back to the Romantic interest
in antiquity.

Similarly, Anne Caldwell’s “Wild Garlic and Detours” appears to offer a Ro-
mantic picture of the wild landscape in its images of a “deep ravine,” “banks of
wild garlic,” the “gather[ing] of bluebells,” and “meadowsweet.” However, the
prose poem undercuts this with its elegiac tone and appeal to the uncanny in the
“dead . . . walking backwards.” Alice, the Carrollian figure of innocence, exhibits
clairvoyance in this prose poem. Her sensory contact with the dead enables a kind
of environmental elegy:

Alice can sense them all, pulling away from shadows of their loved ones, late
in the evening when everything cools and lengthens and light catches the
beech leaves.

The dead are walking backwards, skirting through the woods towards the
Calder River and Crimsworth’s deep ravine, murmuring to each other. Some
are lingering near the water; some are climbing up through the banks of wild
garlic, some gather bluebells to remind themselves of the living, to remind
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themselves that summer’s nearly here and soon the meadowsweet will drown
them all in scent.”

The works quoted above are fragments of prose poems emphasizing gaps and
spaces, and these poets give priority to what Rosmarie Waldrop calls “Gap Gar-
dening.” She says that a “great challenge of the [prose poetry] form is to compen-
sate for its absence of turning, or margin. I try to place the vacancy inside the text.
I cultivate cuts, discontinuity, leaps, shifts of reference.””' These works leave the
reader to do considerable interpretive work in reading them. They are not full-
fledged Romantic works, but their fragmentation and use of Romantic tropes
gestures at their Romantic inheritance. The friction they generate between an
occasionally wild imagination and vestigial moments of reasoned analysis is similar
to the tension in so many Romantic works between the imaginary and dreamlike,
and the urge toward rational understanding.

Emma Francis might have been speaking of such works when contending that
“the deconstruction of the grand narratives of Romanticism which Postmodernism
would seek to enact is already implicit or explicit in Romanticism itself.”** This is
a point that also connects to Margueritte Murphy’s argument that, “[t]he prose
poem is potentially or formally ‘postmodern’ according to Lyotard’s definition: ‘the

unpresentable in presentation itself.” 7%

Excrusion aAND RESTRICTION IN PROSE POETRY

Romanticism laid much of the groundwork for the literary forms that emerged
during the modernist and postmodernist periods and, as it longed for what it
could not have—the large, the infinite, and the past—so it implicitly recognized
(as do almost all twenty-first-century writers) that coherence and monolithic
wholes are frequently neither available nor necessarily desirable. To emphasize this
point, Nikki Santilli’s characterization of prose poetry might apply equally well to
many Romantic fragments:

[A] high level of intelligibility within a minimal number of sentences is, I
believe, made possible by the absences it accommodates. As a fragment, the
individual prose piece is an inevitably elliptical text and always stands in rela-
tion to a larger absent whole that represents the sum of its unselected contexts.

I give the term “implied context” to this active space of signification.”

Prose poems, like the Romantic fragment, frequently make the implicit claim
that understanding is often arrived at through the exclusion of information. The
reader is asked to complete the work through an active process of reading, enabling
them to add their own supplement to the texts they encounter. As Molly Abel
Travis argues,
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[A]gency in reading [is] compulsive, reiterative role-playing in which individu-
als attempt to find themselves by going outside the self, engaging in literary
performance in the hope of fully and finally identifying the self through self-
differentiation. Such finality is never achieved, for the self is perpetually in
process. Furthermore, readers never escape a social context; they are both con-
structed and constructing in that they read as part of interpretive communities

and are involved in collective cultural imagining and reimagining.”

The fragmentary prose poem implicitly suggests that many experiences are
themselves inherently fragmented or incoherent. Many studies into the nature of
autobiographical memory over recent decades support such a conclusion, and
Martin Conway even says that “there are no such things as autobiographical mem-
ories at least in the sense of discrete, holistic, units in long-term memory.””® In
other words, we all tend to know the world through moments of fragmented and
sometimes disjunctive apprehension. We all tend to “read” and remember the
world through incomplete parcels of experience. As the Romantics delved into
subjectivity and the nature of memory, so they were confronted by the mind’s
inability to know the “whole” of anything.

The contemporary prose poem’s indebtedness to the Romantic fragment re-
minds us that it may be understood as transgressive of the more claustrophobic
boundaries of traditional forms because it evolved in opposition to such forms. It
remains illustrative of Schlegel’s hedgehog and garland metaphors—self-sufficient
yet engaged with a wider world, turned in on itself yet acknowledging often un-
stated beginnings and endings, autonomous yet part of a continuing dialogue
about the relationship of the fragment to the finite and the infinite. As John Taylor
argues, prose poems have a “predilection for the most puzzling kinds of associative
thinking . . . short prose poems give an impression of wandering or leaping quite
far, to unexpected endings that are often, in fact, not really endings.””

In this sense, prose poetry’s contemporary rejuvenation of Romantic fragmen-
tation heralds an apophrades, or return of the dead. In discussing Schlegel and the
Romantic fragment, Otabe Tanehisa writes, “The fragment can be termed ‘ripe . . .
and . .. complete’ because of its functions of intimation and suggestion,””® and
this description applies equally well to a great deal of prose poetry.

Of Friedrich Holderlin’s (1770-1843) late poetry and fragments, Richard Sie-
burth states they are “above all works in progress, neither beginnings nor endings
but becomings,”” linking the fragment and ruin:

[T]he modern imagination invents itself (and thereby reinvents antiquity) out
of the evidence of wreckage; it has only fragments to shore against its ruins.
The eloquent debris of Palmyra or Herculaneum finds its philological equiva-
lent in the miscellaneous scraps of Pindar that Holderlin translated . . . to
scrutinize a fragment is to move from the presence of a part to the absence of
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the whole, to seize upon the sign as witness of something that is forever

elsewhere.!

This is reminiscent of Schlegel’s assertion that “[t]he romantic kind of poetry is
still in the state of becoming; that, in fact, is its real essence: that it should forever
be becoming and never be perfected.”'!

It may be that the prose poem is the current state of “becoming” of the kind of
poetry instigated by the Romantic fragment. Prose poems are, on the face of it,
well suited to postmodernism’s assumptions that multiple views and texts have
replaced totalizing visions, and that difference and diversity are hallmarks of a
healthy, questioning art that addresses both future and past. If Romantic and
postmodern views are in significant respects divergent, many Romantics and con-

temporary writers would nevertheless agree about that.



CHAPTER 3

Prose Poetry, Rhythm, and the City

CADENCE AND MusicaLITY IN PROSE POETRY

The rhythms of prose poetry are different from those found in metered verse, and
vary, too, from the rhythms of free verse. The main differences relate to what has
sometimes been understood as a deficiency in prose poetry—namely, that prose
poets do not have meter or the poetic line when they try to achieve effects of ca-
dence or musicality. However, as Charles Harper Webb writes, “Sound, rhythm,
and internal rhyme can be mobilized as easily [in prose poetry] as in lined verse.”
This is because prose poets have the movement of the sentence and the various
resources of the paragraph at their disposal.

Because of the English language’s grammatical flexibility, these resources allow
for an almost infinite rhythmic variety in prose poems. Such variety is a crucial
part of the prose poetry tradition, notwithstanding the deliberately fractured
rhythms or flat tonality of some works. As David Caddy states, the prose poem
“has the potential to build pace, rhythm, music and produce meaning as much as
free verse, only it has to generate tension, drama and crises through sentence
structure, relationship and language use alone.”

Similarly, Derek Attridge makes the following distinction between prose poetry
and the rhythmic life of verse: “If it is to be something other than prose, prose-
poetry must make the fullest use of the inherent rhythmic properties of the lan-
guage. It cannot rely, as free verse can, on externally imposed interruptions [such
as line breaks] to heighten the reader’s consciousness of movement and duration.”
He praises Geoffrey Hill’s prose poem sequence Mercian Hymns for “its scrupulous
control of rhythmic form,” after commenting that certain rhythms occur as a mat-
ter of course in the English language and that, generally speaking, “it is all too easy
to take a piece of nonmetrical language and find rhythmic ingenuities in it.”* His
astute analysis of Hill's work relies on finding disguised metrical effects in his prose
poetry—what he calls “the consistent separation of beats by single or double off-
beats” and “the steady sequence of alternations.”

This analytical approach allows Attridge to do justice to Hill’s writing, but it is
less useful in explicating the rhythms of a great deal of contemporary prose poetry.
While there is no doubt that meter (along with other devices of conventional
poetic rhythm) is often a ghost in the machine of prose poetry, many prose poets
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eschew such effects. Russell Edson is an example, focusing as he does in many of
his prose poems on creating a detached, neutral, and often alienated narrative
voice. This voice contains various subtleties, but it is deliberately unmetrical. His
prose poetry is interested in the irregular, sometimes monotonous or colloquial
rthythms of contemporary prose—rhythms that in many cases have their origins
in urban or suburban contexts and settings.

Robert Alexander and Jorie Graham both argue for the importance of the
thythm of everyday speech in the prose poem. Alexander makes a case for the
prose poem form as best capturing American speech patterns: “What we have in
the prose poem is a piece of writing grounded in the real world, whose rhythms
and intonations embody not a traditional English prosody, but rather the speech
patterns of everyday America. And therefore, in my opinion, the prose poem is a
form particularly suited to American poetry.”®

Similarly, Graham—whose own poetry sometimes uses long, almost prose-
poetical lines—makes a related observation when discussing the prose poems in-
cluded in 7he Best American Poetry, 1990: “One important formal development is
the recent popularity of prose poems . . . they are certainly—in many cases—the
most extreme in their attempt to use the strategies of ‘normal’ articulate speech to
reach the reader. Their number, variety and sheer quality . . . caused me to think
of this volume as, in part, a subterranean exploration of the form.”

This has, perhaps, led Jeremy Noel-Tod to refer to the “plainer style” of prose
poetry, “imitative of speech,” as “employ[ing] the formulas and rhythms of story-
telling, with all their alluring familiarity and suspense.”® This variety of prose
poetry appeals to quotidian cadences and, as we discuss in chapter 5, it sometimes
conjures the neo-surreal (at times introducing the mischievous lilt associated with
a joke).

However, Attridge is right to draw attention to the way in which prose poetry
belongs to the English language’s extraordinarily rich and diverse poetic heritage.
This is a heritage that is familiar to most prose poets—who are also cognizant of
the way in which ideas of the “poetic” have changed. Most importantly, around
the beginning of the nineteenth century, the very idea of the poetic began to shift.
At this time, the influential English Romantic poet William Wordsworth articu-
lated a new approach to poetry, writing in his famous Preface to Lyrical Ballads
(1800; rev. 1802) that “[t]here will also be found in these volumes little of what
is usually called poetic diction.” Wordsworth commented that his poems con-
tained language that “though naturally arranged and according to the strict laws
of metre, does not differ from that of prose.”'°

Wordsworth wrote lineated poetry, but in expressing a view that prose and
poetry ought to be written in the same kind of language, and in repudiating what
he understood to be “poetic diction,” Wordsworth opened the way for English-
language poets to explicitly recognize the connections between poetry and prose.
In other words—and although he may not have known it—he helped to lay the
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ground not only for English-language free verse but for English-language prose
poetry, too.

Furthermore, in the mid-nineteenth century in America, Henry David Tho-
reau published the influential Walden (1854). This is partly a personal memoir,
partly an extended essay, and partly a quasi-philosophical transcendentalist text,
written in prose that is often dense and figurative. It has been compared to Words-
worth’s poetry and to prose poetry—Lance Newman argues that “the book reca-
pitulates the structure of a Wordsworthian lyric poem,” and David Faflick writes,
“The conventional critical view on Walden . . . has judged Thoreau’s work a coher-
ent prose poem.”'! In the second half of the nineteenth century, Walt Whitman
created a new, sometimes “prosaic” free verse poetry in his collection Leaves of
Grass—various editions of which were published between 1855 and 1892. In 1869
in France, Charles Baudelaire produced Paris Spleen, which, as we have said, is the
first book of modern prose poetry.

Nevertheless, free verse poetry and prose poetry did not immediately become
the general poetic practice in the English language. Neither Victorian-era poets
(1837-1901) nor the carly twentieth-century Georgian poets in England had
much of a taste for it. This was despite the innovations of various writers, such as
Matthew Arnold’s publication in 1867 of the famous “free verse” poem “Dover
Beach” (which is actually written in a mixture of free verse and iambic meter),
Christina Rossetti’s explorations of a loosely metered rhymed poetry, and Oscar
Wilde’s six rather overwritten conversational pieces he called Poerms in Prose—first
published in 1894 in the Fortnightly Review."?

In the early twentieth century the rise of the short-lived but highly influential
imagist movement—inaugurated by T. E. Hulme’s poetry in 1909 and more for-
mally “announced” by Ezra Pound in 1912 in Harriet Monroe’s Poetry magazine—
helped to usher modernism into the English-speaking literary world. It also intro-
duced a new idea of free verse, partly based on French, Chinese, and Japanese
models (we discuss the effects of this movement at greater length in chapter 7).
Such free verse opened up poetry in general to the rhythmic effects of prose, and
these rhythms are demonstrable in the most famous of Hulme’s early imagist
poems, entitled “Autumn”:

A touch of cold in the Autumn night—

I walked abroad,

And saw the ruddy moon lean over a hedge
Like a red-faced farmer.

I did not stop to speak, but nodded,

And round about were the wistful stars
With white faces like town children.!

Although the third line of this poem, “And saw the ruddy moon lean over a
hedge,” is not far removed from a line of iambic pentameter, overall the rhythms
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of the poem are prose rhythms. Thus, while this is a carefully constructed and
modulated poem, it is made of sentences as much as of poetic lines. This may be
demonstrated by formatting it as a prose poem:

A touch of cold in the Autumn night—I walked abroad, and saw the ruddy
moon lean over a hedge like a red-faced farmer. I did not stop to speak, but
nodded, and round about were the wistful stars with white faces like town

children.

This prose version of the poem is considerably less successful than the original
version, chiefly because the lineation in the original poem opens up its images for
the reader and also opens up the language of the poem to the night that surrounds
it and the moon that watches it. Indeed, the rhythms of the original poem are
modulated so they sit within, and are controlled by, the line breaks. However, the
poem does function reasonably well, if somewhat clumsily, as a prose poem simply
because its tautly constructed sentences are not unlike the sentences of any prose
poem, at least to the extent that the use of language—in Wordsworth’s phrase—
“does not differ from that of prose.”!*

This is an example of how the language and rhythms of contemporary lineated
poetry often bear a close resemblance to the language and rhythms of prose poetry,
even if (as we discuss in chapter 4) lineated poetry’s use of the poetic line and its
tendency to invoke expectations of formal closure make it a very different literary
form to prose poetry. However, as Clements and Dunham argue, “The prose poem
is no less equipped than verse, then, to build rhythm and music, to produce mean-
ing, or to affect a reader.”

Another way of understanding the intersections between the language of lin-
eated poetry and prose poetry is to extend our observation (given in chapter 1)
that prose has always contained rhetorical and rhythmic effects related to those
one finds in both verse and free verse poetry. This includes some of the effects
usually associated with meter—except when they occur in prose, they do not es-
tablish any regular rhythmical pattern even while they may introduce some of the
musical effects, or effects of cadence, associated with meter.

Examples abound, including from orators such as Edmund Burke (1730-97).
Here is an excerpt from Burke’s observations about Marie Antoinette:

It is now sixteen or seventeen years since I saw the queen of France, then the
dauphiness, at Versailles; and surely never lighted on this orb, which she
hardly seemed to touch, a more delightful vision. I saw her just above the
horizon, decorating and cheering the elevated sphere she just began to move
in,—glittering like the morning-star, full of life, and splendor, and joy. Oh!
what a revolution! and what an heart must I have, to contemplate without
emotion that elevation and that fall!'®
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It is easy to see how Burke makes use of various devices and techniques to give
his passage a sense of music and flow. For example, his relatively long, modulated
sentences help to create a rhythmical sense of forward momentum, while the
phrase “And surely never lighted on this orb” is a line of fairly regular iambic
pentameter, helping to establish the passage’s rhythmic patterns. There is a main
figure of speech—the earth or “orb” or “elevated sphere”—that Burke elaborates
and develops, including through his play on the word “revolution.” There are also
related tropes conveying a sense of immediate authorial involvement in the pas-
sage—expressions such as “I saw” and “what an heart must I have.”

Contemporary prose poets have similar resources at their disposal, enabling
them to create persuasive thythmical effects. These effects give a musicality to the
works that contain them—even as some works also undercut aspects of such “mu-
sicality” due to their failure to generate meter and rhyme’s sustained repetitive
effects, or by deliberately creating broken rhythms. Clive Scott comments on this
phenomenon in discussing his approach to translating Rimbaud’s prose poetry in
Illuminations. He observes that “rhythm in the prose poem . . . constantly ques-
tions itself, improvises itself, interrupts its own continuities.”"’

Scott states that while the pattern of meter and rhyme in regular verse “prom-
ises the recurrences of cyclical time,” prose poetry “launches us into the unpro-
tected presentness of linear time, where no recurrence is predicted.”*® He adds that
“the prose poem, by virtue of its very rhythmic inchoateness, is both non-metrical
and potentially metrical. Accordingly, the clinging memory of cyclical time . . .
the memory of a kind of regular verse which haunts, and which one tries to undo,
creates sharply conflicting tugs in the verbal texture.”"

It is debatable how often, or how completely, prose poetry “launches . . . into
linear time.”” We commented in chapter 1 that prose poetry is not necessarily a
discursive or narrative-centered form and that it frequently creates what Jonathan
Culler (when discussing lineated lyric poetry) refers to as the “present time of
discourse.”*! However, many prose poems undoubtedly mimic the movement of
linear time rather than using verse’s recurrent poetic rhythms and structures, even
as they also present their content as an image or idea belonging to poetry’s present
moment. In chapter 6 we discuss this in reference to TimeSpace and the prose
poem’s expression of the ever-present moment in compressed images that trigger
recollection.

Certainly, many prose poems include the kind of verbal “tugs” that Scott men-
tions. Here, for instance, is part of C. K. Williams’s “Silence”:

The heron methodically pacing like an old-time librarian down the stream
through the patch of woods at the end of the field, those great wings tucked
in as neatly as clean sheets, is so intent on keeping her silence, extracting one
leg, bending it like a paper clip, placing it back, then bending the other, the
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first again, that her concentration radiates out into the listening world, and
everything obediently hushes, the ragged grasses that rise from the water, the
light-sliced vault of sparkling aspens.?

The rhythm of this work is fairly regular and beautifully modulated, and the
whole paragraph (the first of two in this work) is made up of a single sentence in
which phrases flow easily as the poem marks the progress of a “pacing” heron. Part
of the rhythmic skill of this work is its activation of disguised or suppressed metri-
cal effects (but without clear regularity or recurrence), so the phrase “bending it
like a paper clip” is mostly iambic tetrameter, as is the phrase “the light-sliced vault
of sparkling aspens.” Tugs in the language of this work occur when these metrical
effects are pressured by the unmetrical phrases that hem them in—such as the
blunt and prosaic phrase “extracting one leg.”

'This prose poem is ghosted by meter even as it insists on its prosaic nature, and
its mixed rhythms create the kinds of prose-poetical effects that lift the writing
away from the narrative-driven features of conventional prose. The evocation of
the pacing heron is valuable not because of its story (the sense of the heron moving
through time) but because of the prose poem’s fine observations and superb image-
making. The work employs a conspicuously lyrical use of language (notwithstand-
ing its verbal “tugs”) because Williams successfully combines the language of prose
with various judiciously inserted poetic tropes and phrases. The accumulating
rhythms of the phrases—*is so intent on keeping her silence, extracting one leg,
bending it like a paper clip, placing it back, then bending the other”—constitute
a fine demonstration of this lyrical tendency, while also alluding to the contem-
porary, postindustrial world.

In other words, for every neo-surrealist fable by a prose poet, such as Russell
Edson conveyed in a relatively uninflected prose (which simultaneously mimics
and subverts a great deal of short prose fiction), there are works that exploit the
musical resources of prose in myriad ways. The manipulation of the English lan-
guage’s stress patterns not only results in the traces of meter already mentioned,
but they enable the exploration of highly complex language patterns in general.

To give another example, Charles Rafferty’s “The Pond” opens with a brief,
almost blunt, declarative statement that ends softly with the “y” of the word “sup-
ply,” a word that has a partial equivalence in length with “goldenrod” in the prose
poem’s second sentence:

The world is in short supply. This field of goldenrod will never be enough, and
the ocean feels suddenly crossable. In every apple an orchard waits, but who
has twenty years to cultivate it? Above our house, the contrails of the jets have
turned into actual clouds. The rain they promise is another lie. Meanwhile,
the taste of my blood implies that I am rusting, that a broken machine lies
half-submerged in the pond I carry with me.?



PROSE POETRY, RHYTHM, AND THE CITY & 57

One need only imagine the first sentence of this work rewritten as “The world is
in short store” to gauge how the “y” of “supply” softens and lengthens the opening
of the poem in a musical way.

The word “supply” also helps to establish a kind of template for the remainder
of the prose poem, where a series of fairly blunt assertions are qualified, extended,
or softened by suggestive imagery tied to the natural world (“field of goldenrod,”
“an orchard waits,” “actual clouds”); by the repeated contrast of large, evocative
concepts (“the world,” “the ocean,” “an orchard,” “the rain”) with tropes of limita-
tion (“never be enough,” “suddenly crossable,” “who has twenty years,” “another
lie”); through the poem’s repetition of shifting “0” sounds (“short,” “goldenrod,”
“ocean,” “crossable,” “orchard,” “contrails,” “clouds,” “blood,” “pond”); and
through the cadences of the middle part of the work, where the second, third, and
fourth sentences are constructed as more or less balanced pairs of statements.

In each of these balanced statements, the second part significantly extends,
complicates, or qualifies the first part. For example: (1) “This field of goldenrod
will never be enough” (2) “and the ocean feels suddenly crossable”; and (1) “Above
our house, the contrails of the jets” (2) “have turned into actual clouds.” Thus, the
rhythmic life of this poem and its musicality—and we have only mentioned a few
salient features of a rhythmically complex work—makes a significant contribution
to the way its meanings are structured and understood.

Harmony Holiday’s “Cirisis Actor” displays a different kind of musicality, draw-
ing on contemporary music and dance rhythms, as well as the vernacular. The
poem’s opening sentence speaks in the first person, but the poem destabilizes this
voice, introducing the third person in its second and third sentences, before re-
turning to the first person in “Just tryna make it real baby, like it is™:

Ruby, please. A night shift nurse fell asleep at the wheel. The whole earth had
a fever and the heated pulse beats faster ’til everything picturesque has her
reeling. Just tryna make it real baby, like it is. He condescends. Twitching a
trio of flax seeds between the thumb and forefinger in a dirty spiral, these are
full of phytoestrogens that turn the gender . . . generic. .. generous. Hey,
girl! Crease in her bey the size of turning.*

This is only the beginning of the prose poem, but already the contrast between
short, staccato phrases (“Ruby, please,” “He condescends,” “Hey girl!”) and ex-
tended sentences (such as “The whole earth had a fever and the heated pulse beats
faster ’til everything picturesque has her reeling”)—along with the playful use of
ellipses to further vary the work’s rhythm in the punning triad “gender . . . ge-
neric . . . generous’—all contribute to the work’s creation of a sense of congestion,
activity, and crisis. Various meanings may be sifted from the divergent statements
as they press each other in sudden-seeming juxtapositions—without always clearly
cohering—but these meanings are often elusive, or take time to understand. In
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this way, the prose poem creates a sense that the sometimes coiled, sometimes
released rhythms of its sentences constitute a great deal of its purpose.

Emily Berry’s “Some Fears” makes conspicuous use of repetition in the one long
sentence that constitutes the majority of the work. The fears invoked are divided
by semicolons and presented as an extended list, creating a fast beat that mimics
how fear can accelerate one’s breathing and heart rate:

Fear of breezes; fear of quarrels at night-time; fear of wreckage; fear of one’s
reflection in spoons; fear of children’s footprints; fear of the theory behind
architecture; fear of boldness; fear of catching anxiousness from dogs; fear of

ragged-right margins.

The reference to “ragged-right margins” is a clever, self-reflexive moment that
also points to a fear of breaking the boundaries of the prose poem box. While
Berry’s fears may seem overwhelming as the list grows, the prose poem contains
these fears in a justified block—the opposite of the “ragged right margin.” The first
long sentence ends with “fear of fear; fear of help.” In the second, shorter sentence
that concludes the work, the commas in place of semicolons accelerate the pace
and provide a final, poignant moment when the furious speed slows: “Fear of ask-
ing for, receiving, refusing, giving, or being denied help.”

Each of the four contemporary prose poems quoted above engage with con-
temporary issues. “Silence” asks for scrupulous attention to be given to the things
and activities of the world, drawing attention to their simultaneous closeness and
otherness. It implies significant issues related to history, and ethics attach to an
appreciation of what is “other” in this way. “The Pond” links the idea of a failing
humanity, conjured by the speaker’s image of himself as a “rusting . . . broken
machine,” to climate change and the depletion of the world’s resources. “Crisis
Actor” generates a picture of a restlessly urban and unsatisfactory modernity, con-
juring near its conclusion a vision of “a double suicide, American, pie and guns
and obscene convenience.” “Some Fears” presents postmodern alienation set to
the beat of anxieties finding refuge in the fully justified paragraph of prose poetry.

These prose poems belong to the postmodern zeitgeist in which poetry in gen-
eral—and prose poetry in particular—takes for granted the postindustrial, post-
technological, and urbanized age in which it is written. Daniel Kozak suggests that
“within postmodernism the starting point is recognition and celebration of a ‘frag-
mentary living’ in contemporary metropolises,”*® and each of these works in its
own way understands contemporary urban realities and their fracturing of experi-
ence. Two of these works address this phenomenon obliquely, while “Crisis Actor”
and “Some Fears” do so overtly.

Perhaps, then, it is no surprise that musicians Patti Smith and Art Garfunkel
are both attracted to the prose poem form and its ability to evoke the rhythms of
lived experience. Smith’s works of poetic prose are often rhythmically rambling,
and sometimes discordant. Even in her most somber, elegiac moments, she is
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freewheeling: “a ribbon of life snapping—pitched and tossed, wrapping round a
wrist, gasping upon a wave or trampled on below.”” Garfunkel has written eighty-
two poems entitled Stil/ Water Prose Poems (1989). They are more constrained but
similarly focused on rhythm. Discussing his creative process, he states: “You're
completely wrapped up with how to express [a theme] with sentences that have a
rthythm; with inflections and accents on the words so that there’s a dance, with a
rhyme that’s subtle and internal.”*

For example, prose poem 81 was composed in New York in June 1985, and
there is a quotidian musicality in Garfunkel’s evocation of city life. He begins with
a sentence that may be referring to Bob Dylan’s song “Lay Lady Lay”: “There she'd
be beside me in our big brass bed” and ends with the first notes of a musical scale:
“nee, nee, nee, nee.”” The city of New York is prominent in this work—Garfunkel
even brands the prose poem with the place and date of composition. Like its
subject matter, this prose poem’s thythms are indubitably contemporary.

Many prose poets address the urban environment directly and even insouci-
antly. For example, in the anthology Cities: Ten Poets, Ten Cities, poets chose to
write prose poems about cities in which they have been intimately involved. These
included Pooja Nansi on Mumbai, Subhash Jaireth on Moscow, and Niloofar
Fanaiyan on Haifa. Alvin Pang writes playfully about Singapore:

1.290270,103.851959 (2017)
“We had to make it look a bit more like Singapore—given it was Singapore”

not sporting lah, make people go extra drawsnakeaddleg mile to make the
place look more like its own self. you see lah, all those years of speakgoodeng-
lish until now people cannot tell this from manchester. got tall building, got
peoplemountainpeoplesea shopping centre crowd, got rain, got grumpy taxi
driver, got rush hour traffic, got scottish bridge, even got big grey building
with fake greek columns, just like theirs!*

In this work the compression of compound words like “speakgoodenglish” and
« . » . . . « » .
peoplemountainpeoplesea,” coupled with exclamations like “lah” are parodic,
especially when connected to the work’s epigraph. Pang makes his prose poem
“like Singapore” by parodying stereotypical views of the city—and, in doing this,
he draws attention to its uniqueness. The prose poem form offers a fragment of
the city that stands in for its complexities. Pang states, “Singapore is still often
glossed in reductive terms, but I wanted to make poems that sound out its diverse

and often complex landscapes, textures, contours, memories and resonances.”®!

PoeTry AND THE CITY

If postmodern twenty-first-century fragmentation is often symbolized by the city,
this is because the proliferation and growth of major cities is one of the defining
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characteristics of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Approximately half of
the world’s population now lives in cities—a relatively recent phenomenon that
means vast numbers of people, and many writers, have experiences of city life
more or less in common. We say “more or less” because city living both connects
city dwellers and separates them. As has frequently been observed, modern cities
are so big and unmanageable that their inhabitants are often pushed apart—and
even isolated—Dby a sense of their dislocation from the broader community.

Because so many people live in cities, a great deal of contemporary literature,
including the prose poem, directly evokes city or suburban living—or raises issues
connected to globalization or to the social and political dimensions of urban liv-
ing. While cities have featured in poetry of all kinds since ancient times—Burton
Pike writes that “we cannot imagine Gilgamesh, the Bible, the Iliad, or the Aeneid,
without their cities”*>—such issues have been most central to poetry since the rise
of industrialization in the mid-eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

The English Romantic poets featured cities in important works—William
Blake’s “London” (1794) and William Wordsworth’s “The Prelude” (1805 and
1850) are examples of famous poems excoriating the rise of cities—and the
nineteenth-century English Victorian poets also wrote about cities.?* Perhaps the
most impressive of these works is Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s verse novel, Aurora
Leigh. This features the cities of Florence, London, and Paris, and represents city
slums and their streets as “graves, where men alive / Packed close with earthworms,
burr unconsciously.”**

Also writing in the mid-nineteenth century, Whitman was fascinated by and
documented the rise of the urban centers of Brooklyn and Manhattan. In his
“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” (first published in 1856 under the title “Sun-Down
Poem”), he addresses these “cities,” asking them to

. .. bring your freight, bring your shows, ample and

sufficient rivers,
Expand, being than which none else is perhaps more spiritual,
Keep your places, objects than which none else is more lasting.”

Yet, even when Brooklyn and Manhattan were still relatively uncluttered—in
1856 the population was less than a million in the two urban centers combined—
Whitman’s articulation of a vision of city life characterized by a “spiritual” “well-
joind scheme” faltered.*

Whitman was born in a fairly sparsely populated Long Island in 1819, and he
witnessed—along with numerous other nineteenth-century writers, including
Baudelaire in a rapidly developing Paris—the environment of his childhood being
irrevocably changed. He watched the expanding metropolises of Manhattan and
Brooklyn with an ambivalent and conflicted gaze. Laure Katsaros comments that
“the seemingly endless flow of energy in Whitman’s utopian New York is shadowed
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by the uncanny realization that memories of the past and harrowing premonitions
of the future contaminate the present.”¥

A few decades after “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” was published, the Boston poet
Louise Imogen Guiney (1861-1920) wrote a sonnet entitled “The Lights of Lon-
don” (1898) that evoked another of the world’s growing metropolises in doubtful
terms:

Her booths begin to flare; and gases bright
Prick door and window; all her streets obscure
Sparkle and swarm with nothing true nor sure,
Full as a marsh of mist and winking light;*®

Later still, in 1912 Amy Lowell published a poem, “New York at Night,” in
which “sharp jags / Cut brutally into a sky / Of leaden heaviness,” and by the time
the modernist poet T. S. Eliot published “Preludes” in 1915, the city—in this case
Boston—was envisioned as a place of stretched souls and “broken blinds and
chimney-pots.” Eliot’s “The Waste Land” (1922) further transformed his vision
of London into an “Unreal city, / Under the brown fog of a winter dawn.”*

In the 1930s Stephen Spender wrote a well-known poem beginning “After they
have tired of the brilliance of cities,”*! a lyrical, idealistic, and left-wing critique of
a civilization that would soon be plunged into the carnage of the Second World
War. In the mid-twentieth century New Yorker Frank O’Hara wrote poems that,
in the words of Hazel Smith, “vary in the degree to which they dislocate the city.”4?
Many of these poems attest to O’Hara’s perambulation though urban spaces,
which was a kind of urban mapping. Smith quotes the opening of O’Hara’s poem
“The Day Lady Died,” first published in 1964, memorializing the singer Billie

Holiday:

It is 12:20 in New York a Friday

three days after Bastille day, yes

it is 1959 and I go get a shoeshine

because I will get off the 4:19 in Easthampton
at 7:15 and then go straight to dinner

and I don’t know the people who will feed me*

In the twentieth century, and with the rise of modernism, cities and poetry
became so closely identified, it became impossible to think of twentieth-century
poetry without thinking of urban experience. The subsequent advent of the post-
modern in the mid-twentieth century was inextricably linked to pluralism and
eclecticism in the understanding and planning of cities, in the reconstruction of
their histories, and in the writing that depicts or evokes them.

This is explored by Donna Stonecipher in her book of prose poetry Model City
(2015), with its repetition of the words “it was like” and the accompanying trope
of nostalgia:
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It was like noticing hotel after hotel going up all over the city with unstop-
pable force and imagining a city consisting only of hotels, a city composed

solely of expensive emptinesses. . . .
*

It was like thinking about the nights you walked through the city feeling
threatened by the rampantly multiplying hotel rooms, as if vacancy were a

disease invading the city’s—and therefore your—interior.*

Similarly, Rob Fitterman, in his book of poetic prose 7his Window Makes Me
Feel (2018), refers to New York and 9/11 in its epigraph, “New York City - 8:35
AM, September 11, 2001.”% Its focus on the window—a key trope in writing

P46

about 9/11—is “solely composed with repurposed web language,”® and every

sentence begins with the title phrase:

'This window makes me feel like
I'm protected. This window
makes me feel like people don’t
know much about recent history,
at least as far as trivia goes. This
window makes me feel whole
and emotionally satisfied. This
window makes me feel like I'm
flying all over the place, gliding
and swirling down suddenly.?

The long, fully justified block of text becomes both window and twin towers on
each double-page spread.

ProSE POETRY AND EARLY MODERNISM

The urban-focused nineteenth-century French prose poem represents one of the
indisputable beginnings of international modernism, even if one defines modern-
ism’s main period as belonging to the twentieth century. Marshall Berman con-
tends that “Baudelaire’s Modernism . . . may turn out to be even more relevant in
our time than it was in his own . . . [to] the urban men and women of today.”*
Contemporary prose poetry was created by Baudelaire, Rimbaud, and their French
contemporaries out of the experience of the city, and since Baudelaire, prose
poetry has continued to attach itself to the city. Cole Swensen captures the origins

of this in her essay “Poetry City” (2004) when she argues that in modernism,

[plrose poetry was the most radical new poetic form, and the one most tied
to the urban . . . its block structure . . . echoes the delimitation of space by
city streets. Even cities without a grid structure, such as Paris, where the prose
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poem originated, still divide space relatively uniformly. The city occurs in
chunks just large enough to hold in the mind, just as a prose poem is usually
a single gesture, whether image, thought, or impression. The second collection
of prose poems ever written was Baudelaire’s Paris Spleen, and many of them
directly address Paris.*

Baudelaire’s Paris Spleen is centered on his responses to nineteenth-century
Paris, and he famously states in his preface to this work: “Above all, it’s from being
in crowded towns, from the criss-cross of their innumerable ways, that this obses-
sive ideal [the miracle of a poetic prose] is born.”® What's more, Baudelaire’s ap-
proach to writing about Paris was as modern as the city itself, emphasizing evoca-
tion over clear descriptive detail. Walter Benjamin notices this in his remark,
“Baudelaire describes neither the Parisians nor their city. Avoiding such descrip-
tions enables him to invoke the former in the figure of the latter.”' In “Good
Dogs,” for example, Baudelaire provides the reader with a powerful and emblem-
atic set of images:

I sing the dog of calamities, whether wandering alone in the circuitous ravines
of immense cities, or having declared, batting clever eyes, to some abandoned
man, “Take me with you, and perhaps our two miseries will add up to a kind
2

of happiness.”

Since the nineteenth century, prose poetry has always maintained this connec-
tion with urban living, no matter how far from cities some individual prose poets
have ranged. Arnold Weinstein identifies prose poetry as part of “the foundational
nineteenth-century works that are [the] substratum” of “the modernist city in
literature,” and that “convey the very rhythms and creatures of urban existence:
spasmodic, lurching, awash in stimuli.”>® Santilli explores these associations in
Such Rare Citings, focusing on the prose poem as a vehicle for “a new vocabulary
to deal with the changing cosmography that was emerging with the industrial age:
the growth of the city.”*

Nineteenth-century prose poetry in Paris—like Whitman’s nineteenth-
century free verse experiments in America in Leaves of Grass—found ways of
turning language to new ends and adapting it to a new urban milieu. In the
twenty-first century it is easy to forget that urban sprawl was only just begin-
ning—in 1850 the largest city in the world, London, only had a population of
about 2.3 million people. The rapidity of mid-nineteenth-century urban expan-
sion was unprecedented, and writers and artists everywhere were trying to find
ways of registering the shock occasioned by this expansion, as well as the loss of
the places urbanization swallowed up. This last phenomenon led to what Arnold
Weinstein calls modernism’s preoccupation with the “conjunction of personal
and urban past. .. Over and over we find that the modernist city text has a
memorializing function.”
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As cities grew, social relations within them became so complex and opaque they
resisted full understanding. Christophe Den Tandt identifies the metropolis as “the
visible token of the resistances to representation caused by complex social inter-
connections.”® This was such a significant development that by the second half of
the twentieth century, images of cities, both past and present, began to stand
metonymically for, and bleed into, the very idea of postmodernity. In a poem
entitled “Waiting for the Light” (2017), Alice Ostriker comments, “we have be-
come an urban species.”’

Bearing these developments in mind, some critics have argued that prose poetry
is more suited to writing about urban experience than lineated poetry. Donna
Stonecipher has written extensively on this issue in the aptly entitled Prose Poetry
and the City (2017), arguing for “prose poetry as ontologically urban, as uniquely
expressive of urban experience.”® She contends:

On a purely formal level, the caryatid of the lineated poem does not allow for
the rich, productive tension and confusion between self and other, self and

society, emotion and rationalization that . . . the mode of “poems in prose”
does.”’

Whether or not this is true—as we have mentioned, there have been many fine
lineated poems about the city—there is no doubt that the contemporary prose
poem remains connected to its origins in the city and is made of language tending
to be simultaneously poetic and—through its fragmentation—capable of register-
ing the intensity and fractures of urban living. However, this is not always obvious,
and as Stonecipher says, “the urbanism of prose poetry” may be “expressed as an

unspoken undercurrent, a context that is understood but not necessarily directly
addressed.”®

Tue FLANEUR AND THE CITY

In Baudelaire’s conception of the artist as flaneur, the modern poet and prose poet
were understood as standing apart from, while also being immersed in, the hub-
bub of Parisian life—as a simultaneously involved-and-uninvolved spectator and
artist. For Baudelaire, traditional French lyric utterance and sensibility was at once
too formal, orderly, and elevated to deal with the down-at-heel, the tawdry, and
the unruly so central to the daily experiences of city-dwellers. In 1857 he disrupted
French poetic and moral conventions with his volume of poetry 7he Flowers of Evil
(Les Fleurs du mal), for which he was prosecuted and fined for insulting public
decency.

When he subsequently wrote his volume of prose poetry, Paris Spleen, he
found this form could, as it were, travel with him to all parts of the city. 7he
Flowers of Evil repurposes and radicalizes old poetic forms—what Peter Broome
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calls “its predilection for the disciplines of the sonnet, its classic Alexandrines, its

'—in order to adapt

stout stanza-forms and fully fashioned rhyming patterns”
these forms to contemporary urban realities. Paris Spleen invents an innovative
prose poetry intimately attuned to chaotic urban experiences and their disruptive
encounters.

In this way, Baudelaire had a great deal in common with Walt Whitman, not-
withstanding their different personalities and predilections, the different poetries
they wrote and the different countries they inhabited. Many scholars have com-
mented on these writers” shared preoccupations, the most important of which re-
volved around their related (if separate) experiences of the burgeoning nineteenth-

century city. Laure Katsaros notices both poets” preoccupation with death:

In Baudelaire’s “Parisian Scenes” [in 7he Flowers of Evil], elderly beggars, de-
crepit hags, and blind men teetering on the edge of the abyss haunt the streets
and boulevards of the city. . . . “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” displays no such
monstrosities . . . and yet Whitman’s New York is as much of a necropolis as
Baudelaire’s Paris.®

Bojana Aéamovi¢ agrees that Whitman’s poetic impulse connects him to
Baudelaire—particularly to the concept of the flaneur as Baudelaire elaborated it
in his book of essays 7he Painter of Modern Life (1863). Aéamovi¢ states, “Among
the numerous facets of Whitman’s complex poetic ‘T are features related to both
the flineur and the bohemian.”®

Baudelaire did not invent the idea of the flaneur but took considerable pains
to articulate a view of the flaneur as a type of the modern artist. However, he re-
served his idea of the flaneur for men, characterizing women as little more than
objects for the male artist’s gaze. Elizabeth Wilson comments, “in feminist debate”
the flaneur “represents men’s visual and voyeuristic mastery over women.”** Janet

Wolff observes:

In Baudelaire’s essays and poems, women appear very often. Modernity
breeds, or makes visible, a number of categories of female city-dwellers.
Among those most prominent in these texts are: the prostitute, the widow,
the old lady, the lesbian, the murder victim, and the passing unknown

woman . . . none of these women meet the poet as his equal.”

The flaneur, as imagined by Baudelaire, is an observer and perambulator in the
midst of, but also keeping somewhat apart from, the urban throng—and he is not
to be confused with a “mere” flaneur.®® He is able to appreciate “the ephemeral,
the fugitive, the contingent.”” In depicting such an artist, Baudelaire is especially
interested in how he finds the immutable and “eternal” in the transitory: “Some-
times he is a poet . . . he is the painter of the passing moment and of all the sug-
gestions of eternity that it contains.”®®
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Baudelaire’s interest in the bohemian life—closely connected to his idea of the
flaneur—has also been widely discussed, perhaps most notably by Walter Benja-
min, who comments that Baudelaire’s bohemianism was related to his historical
period, when “[e]ach person [in Paris] was in a more or less blunted state of revolt
against society and faced a more or less precarious future.”® Jerrold Seigel under-
stands Parisian mid-nineteenth-century Bohemia as bordered by “poverty and
hope, art and illusion, love and shame, work, gaiety, courage, slander, necessity,
and the hospital.””® He claims Baudelaire was a reluctant bohemian but that, with
a characteristic ambivalence, he “shared its friendships, frequented its circles and
cafés, partook of the messy, débraillé style he despised.””! Mallarmé’s Divagations
(1897) is an important related text—not only for its symbolist aesthetics but for
its connection to flaneurism. The critical reflections and prose poems in Diva-
gations are wanderings or reveries, and there is a suggestion that the title of the
work was based on the poet Jules Laforgue’s “aphorism, ‘Mallarmé est un sage qui
divague’ (Mallarmé is a wandering sage),””* which casts Mallarmé in a role akin to
that of the flaneur.

Prose poetry arose when Paris was not only being remodeled by Georges-
Eugeéne Haussmann—the implications of which we discuss at greater length in
chapter 7—but when it was becoming too big to be fully “mapped.” Arthur
Rimbaud’s /luminations (published 1886; composed 1873-75), which were
partly written in response to his experiences of nineteenth-century Paris and
London, addresses this idea of the incomprehensibility of the city directly: “At
several points on the copper footbridges, the platforms, the stairways that wind
around covered markets and pillars, I thought I could judge the depth of the
city! It’s the wonder of it that I was unable to seize.””?> As Aimée Israel-Pelletier
expresses it, Rimbaud gives voice to the idea that “the tourist (poet, reader, blind
man)” may perceive “something of the structure of the city” and may have a
“general sense . . . of its ‘colossal’ and ‘barbaric’ dimensions,” but, nevertheless,
“still the city escapes him. It is not legible. . . . The city is not coherent. It cannot
be mapped.”’*

This observation is reminiscent of Michel de Certeau’s famous characterization
of the blindness of city inhabitants in his meditation “Walking in the City,” first
published in France in 1980. This focuses on Manhattan as an exemplar of the
modern urban center. The city’s inhabitants do not have access to a “celestial eye”
and are thus unable to see and comprehend the entire city:

The ordinary practitioners of the city live “down below,” below the thresholds
at which visibility begins. They walk—an elementary form of this experience
of the city; . . . The paths that correspond in this intertwining, unrecognized
poems in which each body is an element signed by many others, elude legibil-
ity. It is as though the practices organizing a bustling city were characterized
by their blindness.”
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In de Certeau’s conception, the city is like a text that city walkers may inscribe
with their “unrecognized” poems.

Other writers have argued that literature and the arts, including poems, may
function to create an alternative city. For instance, C. Bruna Mancini writes that
“the image of the city—created by literature and painting, and perfected by the
cinematographic language—precedes the city itself; even better, it is through it
that the traveller seems to be attracted into its texture/web of streets, buildings,
monuments.”’® She also says:

‘The urban image, portrayed by the artists in their works, becomes an icon with
a vigorous expressive meaning. It makes the city legible, memorable, imagin-
able. Close to every single real city, standing out in all its concreteness, there
is an imaginary, remembered, narrated| narrative city; or better, there are many
different imagined cities . . . Thus the urban text(ure) gives birth to powerful
and inseparable “doubles” of itself: imagined, unreal, or even hyperreal cities

whose magic and seductive images make them more real than “the” real.””

Mancini’s perspective is particularly relevant to an appreciation of prose poetry,
precisely because so many prose poems represent a partial, often idiosyncratic
mapping of city life—not in its totality but in its fragmented, dreamlike, some-
times hyperreal parts. Murphy reflects on this characteristic of the prose poem,
emphasizing its suitability for exploring the flaneur’s perspectives:

The prose poem affords a particular lens on the city: typically it is not the
broad perspective . . . but detailed meditations on its corners and passages,
narratives of fleeting and random experience on its sidewalks and streets, de-
scriptions of activities peculiar to urban life (for instance, the deep flinerie
celebrated in Baudelaire’s “The Crowds”).”®

From the nineteenth century onward, cities increasingly began to be imagined
as incomprehensible or invisible, except in parts. In 1972 Italian writer Italo Cal-
vino took up this idea in his novel—or book of poetic prose—entitled /nvisible
Cities, evoking fifty-five “imagined, unreal, or even hyperreal cities” in a conspicu-

ously neo-surreal and postmodern manner.”

Crty Ruyruams

If prose poetry may be understood as a form of the imaginative mapping of the
city, such mapping takes place partly through their rhythmical life—and urban
rhythms tend to be more various than the rhythms of rural environments. And,
as we discussed earlier in this chapter, the rhythms of prose poetry tend to have
more variety and unpredictability than the rhythms of the metered and lineated
verse that preceded them. Of course, this is not always because of prose poetry’s
origins in the city, but there is no doubt that some of the rhythms in prose poems
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come from the prose poet’s sense of actually or imaginatively perambulating
through urban spaces.

Indeed, poetry in general has often been connected to perambulation of one
kind or another—and, in particular, metered verse has been compared to the
rthythms associated with walking. Many poets have also attested to the usefulness
of walking when composing verse or poetry. Famous examples from the Roman-
tic period in England are William Wordsworth and Thomas De Quincey. De
Quincey comments, “I have always found it easier to think over a matter of

8

perplexity whilst walking in wide open spaces,”® and Francoise Dupeyron-Lafay

credits him, flaneur-like, with “relocat[ing] the ‘peripatetic’ in a new spatial and
social environment.”®!

De Quincey gives an entertaining firsthand account of Wordsworth’s enjoy-
ment of walking: “[H]is legs were pointedly condemned by all the female con-
noisseurs in legs that ever I heard lecture upon that topic . . . and undoubtedly
they had been serviceable legs . . . [because] I calculate . . . Wordsworth must
have traversed a distance of 175[,000] to 180,000 English miles—a mode of exer-
tion which, to him, stood in the stead of wine, spirits, and all other stimulants
whatsoever.”®

Through walking, Wordsworth met many of the people whom he later used as
subjects for his poetry. He also composed by a process of “bumming.” One of
Wordsworth’s former gardeners was reported by Canon Hardwicke Drummond
Rawnsley as saying, “[h]e would set his head a bit forrad, and put his hands behint
his back. And then he would start a bumming, and it was bum, bum, bum, Stop;
then bum, bum, bum, reet down till t'other end, and then hed set down and git
a bit o’paper out and write a bit.”®

In other words, Wordsworth often composed poetry by walking back and forth
and, as William Hazlitt recounts, he “always wrote (if he could) walking up and
down a straight gravel-walk, or in some spot where the continuity of his verse met
with no collateral interruption.”®* He wrote most often in iambic rhythms that are
composed of two-syllable poetic “feet,” each of which consists of an unstressed
followed by a stressed syllable (although all poets vary the regularity of their
stresses to add variety to their poetry). Of course, the word “feet” connects meter
in poetry with walking and Marc Shell suggests, “It is as if poetry and prose had
a cadence—in much the way that a walker’s footfall or musician’s foot-beat or
foot-tap does.”®

It is impossible to conclusively demonstrate that iambic rhythms in poetry ever
correspond to the rhythms of a poet’s walking, except to give an example so that
readers may make up their own minds. Here are four lines of iambic pentameter

from Wordsworth’s famous poem “Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern

Abbey”:



PROSE POETRY, RHYTHM, AND THE CITY ¢ (9

A motion and a spirit, that impels

All thinking things, all objects of all thought,
And rolls through all things. Therefore am I still
A lover of the meadows and the woods®

This poetry is characteristic of Wordsworth’s blank verse in that it mixes the
rhythms of speech with the regular pulse or footfall of the iambic pentameter line.
Wordsworth’s poetic rhythms are certainly akin to the rhythms of a country ram-
bler, even if the progress of language is never identical to the movement of a body
in space and time.

In the nineteenth-century city new urban spaces created opportunities for new
sorts of perambulation by poets and prose poets alike. Frangoise Dupeyron-Lafay
says of De Quincey’s prose, “although he was a Romantic, the modalities of walk-
ing in his texts sowed the seeds of many modern urban z9poi” and identifies “his
pioneering (dis)figuration of the modern city as an enigmatic and alien mind-
scape.”¥ An example from De Quincey’s Suspiria de Profundis is his thythmically
beguiling evocation of the city, which “like a mighty galleon with all her apparel
mounted, streamers flying, and tackling perfect, scems floating along the noiseless
depths of ocean.”®®

City walking had more broken rhythms and many more disruptions than
“walking up and down a straight gravel-walk.”® Although it is impossible to ana-
lyze the rhythms of Baudelaire’s prose poetry, or that of his French contemporaries,
without recourse to the French language—something we will not attempt given
that our focus is on the English-language prose poem—one may note that David
Evans identifies Baudelaire’s “poetic” technique as residing partly in its symbolic
content, including its focus on the urban:

Just as Baudelaire’s later verse problematizes metrical rthythm, Le Spleen de
Paris presents a revolutionary notion of form as a process rather than a prod-
uct. This is articulated through two recurrent symbols of the prose poetic
endeavour: the urban model and the clouds.”

Evans also states that “[i]f rhythm articulates the necessary aesthetic hierarchy
by which the people who believe in Poetry . . . find certain structures more beauti-
ful than others, it is imperative . . . [to] advance beyond the reductive verse/prose
dichotomy.”! This is to suggest that the rhythms of prose poetry are not necessar-
ily deficient because they lack the recurrence of effects so often associated with
lineated poetry, and they should be judged according to their own lights.

Santilli even compares Baudelaire’s inspiration for the prose poetry in Paris
Spleen to the kinds of influences that saw jazz invented:

Baudelaire [in his preface to Paris Spleen] suggests that the innovation he seeks
will be found inside music itself; a new prose that flows and convulses with
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the new rhythms and disruptions of modern life. Such connection with the
spontaneous expression of an individual will later be found in jazz music

[including syncopation and swing in general and the jazz solo].”?

Charles Fort’s volume of prose poems, Mrs. Belladonna’s Supper Club Waltz
(2013), refers to such musical influences. The opening of his prose poem “Darvil
and Black Eyed Peas on New Year’s Eve” demonstrates how his prose poetic
rthythms often flow and convulse:

What kind of man, a wing-tipped drinker of Guinness stout and Laphroaig
straight up, leapfrogged into his junkyard throne wearing a widower’s cape,
held a wooden staff with a serpent’s head, its tongue dipped in blue sale?”?

The appeal to jazz in a range of syncopations and improvisations is evident in
the loose, free style. Its thythm is somewhat reminiscent of Jean Toomer’s hybrid
book Cane (1923), evident in “Seventh Street.” This is the first piece of the second
section and, as Farah Jasmine Griffin notes, is “framed on either side by verse
[and] . . . marked by an immediate change in rhythm, pace, and content. In this

respect, it is like the urban blues.”

Seventh Street is a bastard of Prohibition and the War. A crude-boned, soft-
skinned wedge of nigger life breathing its loafer air, jazz songs and love, thrust-
ing unconscious rhythms, black reddish blood into the white and white-
washed wood of Washington. Stale soggy wood of Washington. Wedges rust
in soggy wood . . . Split it! In two! Again! Shred it! . . . the sun. Wedges are
brilliant in the sun; ribbons of wet wood dry and blow away.”

Seventh Street was the main street in the African American neighborhood in
Washington, and Toomer believed its “novelty was due to the unprecedented
rhythms and aesthetics of the urban landscape determined by new technologies.”*
In a letter to Lola Ridge he stated, “I think my own contribution will curiously
blend the rhythm of peasanty [sic] with the rhythm of machines. A syncopation,
a slow jazz, a sharp intense motion, subtilized, fused to a terse lyricism.”*” Toomer’s
rhythms include the motion and sound of automobiles as an important part of
the spontaneous rhythms of urban life. The prose poem form creates faster and
more compressed repetitions, and encourages improvisation in a more quotidian
form, than lineated poetry. As jazz “was largely the creation of black musicians
working in New Orleans before the turn of the century,””® African American writ-
ers often appeal to jazz thythms in an effort to give priority to improvisation and
liberation. If prose poetry arose in nineteenth-century France as a form of resis-
tance, it is also appropriate for exploring African American spiritual and social
emancipation through jazz rhythms.

Like Toomer’s prose poems, C. S. Giscombe’s works are in “restless transit and
constant motion, especially across lines of nation, race, and ethnicity.”” He em-
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phasizes intimacies of place and voice in his prose poems, writing in “Palaver”:
“Neighborhood? Proximities change on you sooner or later.”'” However, it is the
opening line of “Far” that clearly demonstrates his use of syncopation and ex-
tended alliteration: “Inland suffers its foxes: full-moon fox, far-flung fox—flung
him yonder! went the story—or some fox worn like a weasel round the neck.”'!
The complex rhythm is reminiscent of jazz music and ragged time in spiritual
music. These priorities of place, voice, and motion are combined in Giscombe’s
“Afro-Prairie” with its oft-quoted line “Tempting for the voice to locate its noise,
to speak of or from.”!*

Benjamin R. Lempert suggests that “jazz has provided many African American
poems the means for exploring and/or foregrounding their African American-
ness,” and Harryette Mullen, Harmony Holiday (both discussed at other junc-
tures), Terrance Hayes, and Yusef Komunyakaa are contemporary African Ameri-
can poets who make use of music and rhythm in their prose poems as a way of
expressing identity. One of Hayes’s prose poems begins “I commit to vote in 2018
because a land governed by unkindness reaps no kindness.”'* It proceeds to use a
series of repetitions of the phrases “I commit to vote” and “A land governed by”
to create rhythm. Hayes also repeats a line from the Jimi Hendrix song “Machine
Gun”: “I pick up my axe & fight like a farmer” to foreground the importance of
music in protest and, ultimately, resistance. Komunyakaa’s poetry is steeped in a
love of jazz and blues that resonates with a dual purpose: “to express racial iniquity
and as a catharsis to heal the wounds which resulted from hatred and bigotry.”!%
His sequence of prose poems entitled “Debriefing Ghosts>—about returning to
Vietnam—uses syncopated rhythms. For example, in “The Deck” there is the
movement of “this old, silly, wrong-footed dance,” and “Ghost Video” presents
“Two defeated soldiers—three arms and three legs—dressed in jungle fatigues.”'%
These prose poems are haunted by absence, the specter of war, and, in their con-
nection to jazz, can be read as expressing the blues through a series of narrative
and imagist fragments.

An interest in the rhythms of prose may also be seen in considerably earlier
English-language examples of prose poetry, particularly those from the early mod-
ernist period. Murphy states, “[tlhe power of this fragmentary writing is tied to
new sensations in the city and consequent anxieties, and even informs prose poems
set elsewhere.”!% She quotes various examples from the prose poetry of Jessie
Dismorr, who was also a visual artist. Dismorr’s “June Night” includes the follow-
ing sentences: “Towards the red glare of the illuminated city we race through in-
terminable suburbs. These are the bare wings and corridors that give on to the
stage. Swiftness at least is exquisite.”'?’

One may immediately see that Dismorr’s rhythms and imagery are influenced
by the city, but they nevertheless remain the fairly conventional rhythms of a great
deal of prose and are not closely connected to actual perambulation. “June Night”

inhabits the uncomfortable ground between the short story and prose poem
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forms, and its conventionality is highlighted by the appearance of T. S. Eliot’s
thoroughly modernist free verse poems “Preludes” and “Rhapsody of a Windy
Night” in the same issue of BLAST magazine that features Dismorr’s work.!” Her
aesthetic preferences have barely been touched by the sensibilities of French sym-
bolists such as Baudelaire or Rimbaud.

In general terms, early twentieth-century English-language prose poetry did
not become rhythmically adventurous until considerably later in the twentieth
century. However, there were some fine exceptions, such as in the experimental
prose poetry of Gertrude Stein in Tender Buttons and some of Amy Lowell’s sensu-
ous prose poetry. Stein’s famous “A Carafe, that is a Blind Glass” exploits what
Christopher J. Knight refers to as “paratactic” techniques, which is to say she
“places one thing next to another without forging a hierarchy of value.”'® She also
makes good use of disruptive rhythms, signaling to the reader hers is no ordinary
species of prose:

A kind in glass and a cousin, a spectacle and nothing strange a single hurt
color and an arrangement in a system to pointing. All this and not ordinary,

not unordered in not resembling. The difference is spreading.''

Amy Lowell’s prose poetry is conscious of the diverse rhythmic resources of
prose, nicely exemplified in her sequence “Spring Day” (1916).""" This consists of
five separate works entitled “Bath,” “Breakfast Table,” “Walk,” “Midday and Af-
ternoon,” and “Night and Sleep.” Here one finds dancing sunshine (“Little spots
of sunshine lie on the surface of the water and dance, dance, and their reflections
wobble deliciously over the ceiling; a stir of my finger sets them whirring, reel-
ing”); shouting butter-pats (“A stack of butter-pats, pyramidal, shout orange
through the white, scream, flutter, call: “Yellow! Yellow! Yellow!””); the urban
(“Switl of crowded streets. Shock and recoil of traffic” and “Electric signs gleam
out along the shop fronts”); and walkers (“a girl with a gay Spring hat and blowing
skirts . . . Tap, tap, the little heels pat the pavement” and “I am a piece of the town,
a bit of blown dust, thrust along with the crowd. Proud to feel the pavement under
me, reeling with feet”).!'?

Such writing—perambulating, cadenced, sometimes staccato, occasionally
hypnotic, and frequently dramatic—reminds us of Dorothy Richardson Jones’s
remark that the critic George Saintsbury “more than once refers to prosody as akin
to dancing and also says he did much of his thinking about prosody while walk-
ing.”!"® Lowell’s walking is very different from Wordsworth’s, as it moves with a
modernist urban sensibility—a sensibility not unlike that of some of the postim-
pressionist painters. In such work prose poetry begins to come into its own as a
poetic form.

A mid-twentieth-century prose poem, “The Unremitting Stain” by Holly Beye,
also uses prose for conspicuously poetic purposes, albeit with mixed success. It
begins:
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Does your blood run cold at this thought: that you, standing knee-deep in
that eighteen years’ October night, with your kisses on the stranger’s mouth
teaching fire to the stars, now O destroyed dear curled-leaf girl, like wintered

grasses hilltop the barren winds . . .1

Late twentieth and twenty-first-century prose poets employ rhythm in all sorts
of ways, uninhibited by the conventions of lineated poetry, whether in meter or
free verse. In such works, prose poetry has a rhythmic life that belongs, inimitably,
only to the prose poetry form. Here is the beginning of Roo Borson’s “City,” which
registers rushes and shocks in its mixed rhythms, as well as through its diverse
images of the city’s overall illegibility (“mirrors trying to come clear”) and its rem-
nant “clues” of unreadable incidents:

Rushes of silver light. A little wind plays by itself in the corner of the plaza
with whatever it can find: a lost leaf, a bit of wrapper. Tall shocks of light from
the buildings which are only mirrors trying to come clear. A gull, squawking,
dips around the Royal Bank tower. Here and there the bombed-out look of
bare structure: steel waiting for glass. Only the clues. A pair of trousers stuffed
into a hedge, no explanations. A single shoe overturned on Yonge Street,
passed back and forth all night by the wheels of opposing cars, now left alone
in the morning light, pointing north.'"

Keith Ekiss’s “Into the City” is cognizant of prose poetry’s appeal to the frag-
ment and the Romantic ruin, both in its use of vocabulary such as “fracture,”
“vestiges,” and “ruins,” and in its use of punctuation, which produces halted and
broken rhythms:

A history written in brick and fracture. All around you were vestiges: ornate
colonnades, statues of soldiers, streets minted with the names of robber bar-
ons, a dome rusted to the color of the dollar. Once the city shook and burned.
Now it seemed the citizens were in ruins: pink facade of the hospital through
mist, the sick with views of the ocean and bridge.''®

Many other twenty-first-century prose poems do not explicitly refer to walking
or the city but are important for their appeal to a kind of rhythmic wandering.
For example, in Yasmin Belkhyr’s “Interlude with Drug of Choice,” the rhythmic
jerkiness functions to interrupt the poem’s continuities and convey a sense of opac-
ity in the face of trauma:

Angie thinks river. Thinks swollen rock. Thinks Tom, mouth sore. Thinks

light, spilled and leaking. Angie thinks pills, spark, click. Huck and his fox-
hole. Huck and all his shred. Angie doesnt think dead boy. Live boy. Angie
thinks mountain, clouds of heavy paint. Fist of slow. Angie thinks fish, fro-

zen. Eyes sliced and craving. Winter of burnt tongue. Winter of weave.'"”
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Louise Wallace’s “Ahakoa he iti he pounamu | Although it is small it is green-
stone” (2017) is also quintessentially prose poetic in its rhythmic life, simultane-
ously staccato and lyrical in evoking the difficulties of loss and memory:

I choose pounamu / it is a river stone / she was of the earth
/ she was orchids in the hothouse / less difficult than her
husband / fruit trees / their hard graft / plums / nectarines
/ a child we never spoke of / another a castaway / I choose
to plant my legs / to ground them / I am the child of which
we won't speak / I am the castaway / I am orchids / fruit
trees / I can bear more than you think / I am a river stone /

and I choose a ring made of pounamu / to remind me'"®

Erika Meitner’s “A Brief Ontological Investigation” (2018) is also about flowing
phrases and sentences, and a kind of rhythmic recurrence (very different from the
recurrent patterns of verse), which even a short excerpt reveals:

... I mean, we all overflow; we all feel an abundance of something but
sometimes it’s just emptiness: vacant page, busy signal, radio static,
implacable repeat rut where the tone arm reaches across a spinning vinyl
record to play it again, rest its delicate needle in a groove and caress forever

the same sound from the same body.!"

These last few examples do not all demonstrate a rhythm that is allied to walk-
ing, but each work shows how the prose poetry sentence has become a form of
perambulation in itself, as poets follow the form and shape of their works, with
greater or lesser fluency, and with purpose, taking the reader on imaginative
journeys.

As we mentioned above, C. Bruna Mancini writes, “the urban text(ure) gives
birth to powerful and inseparable ‘doubles’ of itself,”'** and we would add that by
the twenty-first century, the urban language of the prose poem had given birth to
powerful and inseparable doubles of contemporary experience in general. Andrew
Estes contends:

Postmodern walking returns the act to the city. The luminous connection with
place [of the Romantics] however is lost. What one has instead is an ever-
shifting landscape of signs without referents. This is not a uniquely negative
experience, because, although one cannot find oneself in Romantic nature,
one is free to construct identities out of a myriad of texts.'?!

The identities in the texts of contemporary prose poetry move in many direc-
tions, and with all sorts of rhythms. The prose poem now often consists of the
urban voice speaking of every kind of experience it can imagine as it takes the
reader to the strange places the city dweller knows or imagines. Sometimes these
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are journeys to the fantastical and the “hyperreal” (the hyperreal, the surreal, and
the urban often go hand in hand), and sometimes these are recollections of what
the city has obliterated. Baudelaire and Whitman, in making poetry that exploited
the rhythms of contemporary prose, were also making a new poetry of urban
spaces. The effects of their separate experiments in radicalizing the poetic are still
coming into being, most conspicuously through the contemporary prose poem in
all of its intrinsically peripatetic and perambulatory rhythmic life.
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CHAPTER 4

Ideas of Open Form and
Closure in Prose Poetry

PoeTRrY: OPEN AND CLOSED

Traditional lyric poetry tends to emphasize resolution, however momentary the
emotion or circumstance it conjures. A Shakespearean sonnet, for example, fol-
lows its formalities toward closure:

Shall T compare thee to a summer’s day?
Thou art more lovely and more temperate:
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date:
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,
And often is his gold complexion dimmed;
And every fair from fair sometime declines,
By chance, or nature’s changing course, untrimmed:
But thy eternal summer shall not fade,
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st,
Nor shall death brag thou wander’st in his shade
When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st:
So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,
So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.’

The form of this famous poem is partly its point. To a considerable extent,
Shakespeare’s skill is demonstrated in the way in which he is able to give his poem
a sense of being finished. Many lineated lyric poems are, to a significant extent,
formally completed or closed, and the reading experience is partly a matter of
becoming acquainted with what a poem says is the case or claims to have hap-
pened. We would note with Barbara Herrnstein Smith (1968) that where lineated
lyric poems are concerned, “it may be that we acknowledge a poem as whole or
complete when . . . we experience at its conclusion the sense of closure.”

However, despite the powerful sense of closure conveyed by many poems, in
another sense, poetry tends to be an open form. This is because of the high level
of suggestiveness of numerous verse or free verse poems, whose meanings are more
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expansive than any single interpretation of them may provide. They often seem
protean, too, in that they frequently acquire new meanings with new generations
of readers. We do not, for example, read Shakespeare’s sonnets in exactly the way
that Shakespeare’s contemporaries read them. We bring new assumptions about
humanity and society to our readings of these works and, in any case, some of the
language Shakespeare used has altered in meaning—often in fundamental ways.
When he writes “gentle” in the line “Gentle thou art” in Sonnet 41,> we have
largely lost one of the word’s primary meanings. It used to signify possession of
“the qualities appropriate to a gentleman . . . align[ed] . . . with a particular status
and rank in society.”

Yet, notwithstanding their shifting meanings and protean suggestiveness, Smith
observes that formally constructed poems that make use of meter and other formal
poetic devices tend to be “framed,” much like a painting, and thus are separated
“from a ‘ground’ of less highly structured speech and sound.” As a result, while
lineated lyric poetry is typically highly suggestive and open to various interpreta-
tions, it simultaneously tends toward conveying the sense of formal resolution and
the closure we have mentioned.

The attention to formal elements in lineated lyric poetry, including the begin-
nings and endings of lines and the opening and closing of works, is very different
from other kinds of less formalized writing—including prose poetry, where sen-
tences are drawn together in paragraphs rather than separated. Prose poetry re-
fuses lineated poetry’s rthythmic closure even as it visually preempts its conclu-
sion in the capacious white space that follows the last sentence of the paragraph.
Mary Ann Caws argues that “in the prose poem, the final framing edge is of
especial importance, acting retrospectively to construct or deconstruct what has
been built.”

Smith also makes a distinction between the “integrity” of a poetic utterance,
involving “the sense of internal coherence and distinct identity,” and the sense of
“completeness.”” She points out, “Even a poetic fragment has coherence and a
distinct identity . . . [but] [i]t will not, however, have closure.”® For Smith, this is
a highly significant issue, because, she suggests, “closure is often strengthened by
convention: the reader’s sense of finality will be reinforced by the appearance, at
the conclusion of a poem, of certain formal and thematic elements.”

In other words, openness and closure are likely to be manifested very differently
in lineated poems compared to prose poems. The sense of openness that is a fea-
ture of most prose poems is connected to the fragmentary nature of the prose
poetry form. Prose poems have their own integrity as works, but their sense of
completeness turns on their appeal to incompleteness in the same way as the liter-
ary fragment. Structurally, prose poetry’s use of the sentence rather than the line
as its unit of composition allows the poet to engage in “narrative digression,”
which Stephen Fredman identifies as “a natural counterpart to the generative sen-
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tence, where . . . grammar leads the writing through a succession of ideas, resisting
the gravitational pull of the ‘complete thought.””'’ In this way, the prose poem
progresses in ways that are not always linear, often giving priority to divergence
over denouement.

In The Party Train: A Collection of North American Prose Poetry (1996), Alexan-
der points out that Ginsberg published “The Bricklayer’s Lunch Hour” as both a
lineated poem and a prose poem. In the book Empty Mirror: Early Poems (1961),
it is published as a free verse work ending with the lines:

... A small cat walks to him

along the top of the wall. He picks

it up, takes off his cap, and puts it
over the kitten’s body for a moment.
Meanwhile it is darkening as if to rain
and the wind on top of the trees in the
street comes through almost harshly.!!

In Charles Henri Ford’s “A Little Anthology of the Poem in Prose” (1953), it
is published as a prose poem:

... A small cat walks to him along the top of the wall. He picks it up, takes
off his cap, and puts it over the kitten’s body for a moment to try it out.
Meanwhile it is darkening as if to rain.'?

Significantly, when Ginsberg rewrote the lineated poem as a prose poem, he
“left it largely unchanged, except for deleting the final clause,”*® opening the poem
up to greater suggestiveness. This intervention on Ginsberg’s part may support the
idea that prose poetry often functions by eschewing closure and opening possibili-
ties for writer and reader alike. It also makes the point that some free verse func-
tions as a kind of proto-prose poetry, making use of prosaic rhythms largely driven
by the structure and rhythms of sentences.

Lyn Hejinian discusses the idea of “open text” in her essay “The Rejection of
Closure,” emphasizing how expectations connected to language and power struc-
tures relate to the act of writing:

The writer relinquishes total control and challenges authority as a principle
and control as a motive. The “open text” often emphasizes or foregrounds
process, either the process of the original composition or of subsequent com-
positions by readers, and thus resists the cultural tendencies that seek to iden-
tify and fix material and turn it into a product; that is, it resists reduction and

commodification.'

In this way, Hejinian prefers texts that are open to multiple meanings, discuss-
ing the way the reader moves into the gaps and spaces of interpretation. Later, she
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revised and extended some of her ideas in “Continuing Against Closure,” where
she advocates for writing on the margin:

[S]till arguing my case against closure, I can speak in favor of the border,
which I would characterize not as a circumscribing margin but as the mid-
dle—the intermediary, even interstitial zone that lies between any one country
or culture and another, and between any one thing and another.”

A language poet, Hejinian favors using a disjunctive and fragmented approach
to disrupt meaning. Her major work, My Life and My Life in the Nineties (2013),
which we discuss in chapter 9, was revised three times over a twenty-year period.
The appeal to the “border” is perhaps best achieved in a form like prose poetry,
which is so often defined by its rectangularity. However, Hejinian experiments
with form, extending the prose poem into experimental poetic prose. My Life
and My Life in the Nineties also demonstrates that just because a text has been
published doesn’t mean it is “closed”; it can be revised and changed over time.
Marvin Richards similarly critiques the idea of closure by focusing on the im-
portance of play:

Closure is achieved only when the multiple possibilities of meaning are re-
duced to fit into a critic’s grid of interpretation by which all “play”—the op-
posite of closure—is eliminated, or at least mastered in a dialectical synthesis

that gives the “true” meaning of the poem.'®

Linda BlacK’s illustrated prose poetry sequence, 7he Son of a Shoemaker (2012),
embodies this idea of play, comprised as it is of eighteen found prose poems col-
laged from Constance Buel Burnett’s 1943 semifictional biography of Hans Chris-
tian Andersen. Based on a form like biography, which tends to be linear and make
a direct appeal to closure, Black’s sequence avoids linearity and instead prioritizes
play, juxtaposition, and inversions. An example is “The Most Exciting Beliefs
Could Be Written in Verse,” which begins:

A long blue reflection moved almost unnoticed. Impecunious and with tails.
Mumbled incredulously into a piece of cake. More perplexing than any riddle
of state he had never had to solve. Burning tapers cracked their whips. On

trays in an upstairs room."”

Black supports the idea that the prose poetry form “allows for an ending that
isn’t an ending . . . as in etching I'd want an image, fine detail, but also degrees of
dark or shade with less definition, something implied, unseen, reverberating in the
shadows.”'® Her writing opens up numerous possibilities and is an excellent ex-
ample of how the prose poem is closed (often boxlike) while simultaneously resist-
ing closure, opening itself to the space of suggestion and indeterminacy. As Akane
Kawakami states, “the prose poem is more interested in processes than conclu-

sions—in open-ended [and] possible readings.”"
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THE PROSE POETRY “BoxX” AND VisUAL CONTAINMENT

Prose poetry is often identifiable by its rectangular or boxlike shape. Whether one
or both margins are justified, it is visually contained in a way that lineated poetry
is not. This is because prose poems are composed of sentences rather than lines,
which usually extend to—and wrap at—the right margin. It is difficult to find a
discussion of prose poetry without some reference to its visual appearance: Alex-
ander Long refers to Kathleen McGookey’s prose poems as “compact boxes of
words,” and Jane Monson identifies prose poetry as a “peculiar paragraphed
discipline.”

Using its shape as a springboard, scholars have likened prose poems to objects
such as the postcard, envelope, room on a floor plan, and frame. Louis Jenkins
even characterizes the prose poem as a minimalist suitcase that allows the reader
to take flight: “Think of the prose poem as a box . . . the box is made for travel,
quick and light. Think of the prose poem as a small suitcase. One must pack care-
fully, only the essentials, too much and the reader won't get off the ground.”! It
is this flexibility of form that has inspired Gerry LaFemina to comment on its
expansiveness and its ability to morph into a variety of different rectangular things:
“[T1he prose poem for all its boxiness, can be anything. Think of the rectangles in
your life: The midway booth where you shoot water into clown mouths, the bed
you dream in, the gift-wrapped box.”*

Significantly, the prose poetry “box” is often imagined as something quotidian,
identifying the prose poem as utilitarian and accessible. Charles Simic’s use of this
boxlike shape in his book of prose poetry Dime-Story Alchemy: The Art of Joseph
Cornell (1992) connects to Cornell’s construction of rectangular shadow boxes
containing “disparate bits and bobs, such as clay tobacco pipes, corks, marbles and
postage stamps.”** Simic writes that he was prompted to “do something like that
myself as a poet,” and the accumulation and placement of found objects in his
work “result[s] in fantastic poetic dioramas.”** In this way, the prose poetry box is
as much about what is inside the box as it is about the box itself and what is ex-
ternal to it.

Luke Kennard also plays with this concept in “Book II, Anagrams” in Cain:
Poems, where a box of black text is framed by a box of red text. In combination,
these forms help to reimagine Genesis 4:9—12 and the figure of Cain. Alison Strub
uses two parallel boxes on each page in Lillian, Fred (2016) to juxtapose the dia-
logue of the two eponymous characters. The prose poems voiced by Lillian privi-
lege Fred’s narrative as they all begin with the line “Fred says my dream,” while
those voiced by Fred begin with a question to Lillian. Strub uses these techniques
to claim a space for Lillian and yet simultaneously undermine it, making a power-
ful statement about women being silenced even when they are given room to
speak. In her book Fléche (2019), Mary Jean Chan uses the prose poem form in a
variety of rich and textured ways to explore identity and lived experience. Two
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poems, “Safe Space (I)” and “Safe Space (II)

page that both conceal and expose. Presented as important interstitial spaces, the

are perfect squares of text on the

first prose poem is set in a closet and the second in the bathroom. Both are retreats
for the narrator, who is comforted by the protection they offer from external
forces.

The prose poem has been identified as both confining and liberating in the way
it presses text into its frame, while simultaneously bursting from its margins to
reach outside itself. Holly Iglesias’s Boxing Inside the Box: Women’s Prose Poetry
(2004) politicizes this aspect of prose poetry by arguing that “women articulat[e]
the constraints of gender in prose poems, battling against confinement, boxing
inside the box.”? Iglesias puts the box under pressure by linking it to a “pressure
cooker,” and also reclaims the derogatory slang term “box,” used for women’s
genitalia:

It speaks from inside a box of text of the confinement of gender construction.
It uses the box as a pressure cooker, sand box, sanctuary, laboratory, dungeon,
treasure chest, fleshing out a sensibility of grief and mischief, terror and out-

rage, menace and joy, sabotage and restoration.*®

In Iglesias’s quotation, the prose poem’s complexity comes from its concurrent
identification as “dungeon” and “sanctuary,” demonstrating the prose poem’s abil-
ity to house varying and sometimes tautologous or seemingly contradictory im-
pulses. It has the ability to encompass big and small, or—if we concentrate on the
visual—Dbig within small.

Abigail Beckel and Kathleen Rooney also make this point when they argue,
“Prose poems are little boxes that contain big things. Or small things that mean
big things. Or small things that mean small things.”*” If prose poems are seen visu-
ally as one (or sometimes more than one) relatively small paragraph, then it is
through their implications, figurative suggestiveness, and gaps and spaces that they
are able to extend outward. When Beckel and Rooney liken prose poems to
“Blocks, patches, scraps, chunks, fragments,”*® they extend this idea, acknowledg-
ing the prose poem’s connection to the fragmentary in many of its forms.

Prose poems can be simultaneously small and large. Nikki Santilli writes in the
preface to This Line Is Not For Turning: An Anthology of Contemporary British Prose
Poetry (2011) that the “prose poem form oscillates constantly between what it
expresses (presses out) from its miniature physical form and the wider worlds to
which it gestures, beyond its own edges.”* While this is not to suggest all prose
poems may be construed as boxes, such a comparison highlights the compressed
form of the prose poem, composed of relatively few sentences. This is very differ-
ent indeed from lineated poetry, the writing of which requires the poet to decide
where to stop each line. Carrie Etter argues, “[tJhis means that instead of looking
ata poemss line and stanza lengths” contribution to structure, [in prose poetry] we
consider sentence and paragraph lengths as well as sentence types.”* The prose
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poem may be a condensed form, but its sentences sometimes stretch in ways that
are rare in lines of lineated poetry.

To shift the metaphor for a moment, although the prose poem’s main unit is
most often identified as a paragraph rather than a stanza, Robert Miltner combines
both terms. In discussing his book Hozel Utopia (2011), he likens his prose poems
to a hotel in which “each prose poem box is a different room” and calls the prose
poem paragraph a stanzagraph, “a break in the box negotiated between what a
paragraph does in prose and a stanza does in poetry.”®' While “stanzagraph” is a
term that has yet to catch on, it makes the point that the prose poetry paragraph
and the poetic stanza are similar in being—metaphorically speaking—somewhat
like rooms. This is not a new discovery, and most recently, this comparison of
prose poetry with houses, blueprints, dwellings, or rooms has been explored by
Nikki Wallschlaeger in Houses (2015), where colored houses—notably the iconic
“White House”—expose the nature of race relations in America. Amelia Martens’s
Purgatory (2012) is a tour through a sequence of rooms containing uncanny reflec-
tions of suffering, and Ian Seed’s New York Hotel (2018) references a kind of neo-
surrealist Chelsea Hotel, turning on an appeal to dreamy outsiders and those
characters trapped by their encounters with others, or by their isolation.

This comparison between prose poems and houses draws attention to the simi-
larity between the prose poem’s rectangular shape on the page and the act of look-
ing from above at a room’s plan. In this way, prose poems may be viewed as con-
tained and restrictive “rooms” that “contain,” and are able to release, significant
effects related to condensed language, poetic imagery, “open” linguistic spaces, and
a ramifying suggestiveness. Just as one enters a particular room within a house,
prose poems inhabit spaces that begin where there is no obvious beginning, and
they conclude without necessarily representing an end.

Prose poems often open questions and scenarios, creating tropes of indetermi-
nacy and ambiguity, where the structure and patterning of the kind employed by
many lineated lyric poems is absent, where narrative gestures are partial and frag-
mentary, and where the condensations of poetry are able to flow naturally within
paragraphs rather than being constrained by the truncations of poetic lineation.
Imaginative tropes, allusions, and suggestive possibilities are coaxed into unusual,
sometimes reactive proximities and, as a result, prose poems frequently open up,
TARDIS-like, to reveal much more than their size on the page would appear to
allow. A successful prose poem’s combined suggestive power may far exceed the
individual suggestiveness of any of its parts.

Prose POETRY, SEDUCTION, AND THE RIGHT MARGIN

Scholars and poets are quick to point out the importance of prose poetry’s visual
cues. For instance, Margueritte Murphy, Jonathan Monroe, and Robert Alexander
point to prose poetry’s subversion in the way it destabilizes readers’ expectations
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by preparing them to accept a story or nonfiction paragraph rather than a poem.
As Murphy states, “each prose poem must suggest a traditional prose genre to
some extent in order to subvert it. The prose poem, then, may be seen as a battle-
field where conventional prose of some sort appears and is defeated by the texts
drive to innovate and to differentiate itself, to construct a self-defining ‘poeticity’
(a term in itself problematized by the prose poem).”* Similarly, Edson argues:
“Superficially a prose poem should look somewhat like a page from a child’s
primer, indented paragraph beginnings, justified margins. In other words, the
prose poem should not announce that it is a special prose; if it is, the reader will
know it. The idea is to get away from obvious ornament, and the obligations
implied therein. Let those who play tennis play their tennis.”?

When a reader approaches a prose poem, the right- and left-justified form
prepares them for the paragraph rather than the stanza. Alexander discusses the
relationship of the sentence and paragraph to the quotidian:

When we open a book, we approach the piece of writing in the context of our
knowledge of literature. This knowledge serves as the frame within which we
see the particular book we're reading . . . The impulse of prose, it seems to me,
is to tell a story—a story grounded in the real world—and this is true whether
we are reading a newspaper, a letter, a biography, or a novel. Prose can there-
fore speak of everyday experience in ways difficult if not impossible for free

verse.

In other words, the prose poem’s containment within one or more para-
graphs—something readers immediately register as a visual cue—promises a con-
tained, reasonably complete, and narrative-driven rendering of experience, yet
delivers, instead, a fragmented narrative replete with metaphorical gaps and
spaces. A. E. Stallings’s sequence “Battle of Plataca: Aftermath,” in her book of
poetry Like (2018), plays on these visual cues. Composed of five fully justified
paragraphs with subheadings such as “Lampon the Aegeinite,” the poem could
initially be mistaken for history or entries in an encyclopedia. However, the po-
etic circling and use of metaphor and imagery clearly expose it as a sequence of
prose poems.

Additionally, the prose poem’s usual brevity is at odds with conventional expec-
tations attached to the reading of prose and, as a result, the reader is left wonder-
ing: “What happens next?,” “Where is the rest of this narrative?,” and “What
comes after the final line?” Thomas Shapcott argues that the form of the prose
poem undermines a wide range of expectations:

Very often the “poetic” part of the prose poem is expressed through an appeal
to illogic: to states of receptivity which deny what we have come to expect
prose to offer—that is, rational discourse, descriptive clarity, even rhetoric in
its conventional sense of persuasion, of using language to set certain cogs in
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motion. The prose poem creates its lyrical frisson by pointing the reader’s
anticipatory glands in that direction, and then somehow working a change.”

It is for these reasons the prose poem may be said to be both complete and end-
lessly searching for completeness or resolution. As a form, it is always in the state
of becoming.

In James Tate’s terms, the prose poem’s apparent approachability becomes a
“means of seduction”: “For one thing, the deceptively simple packaging: the para-
graph. People generally do not run for cover when they are confronted with a
paragraph or two. The paragraph says to them: I won't take much of your time,
and, if you don’t mind me saying so, I am not known to be arcane, obtuse, pre-
cious or high-fallutin’. Come on in.”%

If poetry is “high-fallutin’” and prose is unassuming, many prose poets have
discussed the ways in which this can work in their favor, garnering a readership
that may be suspicious of lineated poetry. Kathleen McGookey is one such writer,
claiming that a “reader could pick up one of my prose poems and not realize she
should be on guard. By the time she realizes it isn’t an interview with Princess
Fergic in The Ladies Home Journal, 1 hope she’s hooked.”” Similarly, Iglesias
writes: “That uncanny, boxy shape invites compression and difficulty and mayhem
because it is a tight container and because it defies the reader’s expectations of what
a poem is. Instead of the lovely curvature of lineated verse, a prose poem asserts
the value of the mundane—of objects and people and language itself under pres-
sure. In addition, they are evocative objects themselves, recalling postcards, snap-
shots, to-do lists, diary entries.”®

However, there are poets and scholars who find prose poetry’s visual connection
to prose charmless, and who are not seduced by the form. Thomas Larson believes
that the prose poem’s visual attributes are deceptive:

[TThe prose poem is blocky, spatially inelegant, print-dependent, unmetered,
and unsyllabic. The prose poem is an inland sea, bordering continents; it is a
poem become a paragraph, the apotheosis of free verse, the incantation of
poetic diction flattened by sentences. Why does the poet need prose? What's
wrong with verse? . . . What happens when a poem’s vestigial calling is aban-
doned or disenjambed?*’

Larson argues that prose poetry ruptures poetry’s lineation in ineffective ways,
and whether they are invested in prose poetry or not, this emphasis on the line (as
opposed to the sentence) is what many poets and scholars use to distinguish tra-
ditional lyric poetry from prose poetry. However, such a distinction is not as
straightforward as it may appear. While “disenjambment” and a lack of line breaks
is certainly one of the features of prose poetry, Hadara Bar-Nadav’s “Who Is Flying
This Plane? The Prose Poem and the Life of the Line” (2011) refers to the box
shape of the prose poem as “cagey” and comments that its “inherent tension” stems
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from “the mission of its line to continue on forever (despite the margin) and to be
turned (because of the margin).”#

In this context it is worth mentioning Richard Price’s prose poem “Hedge Spar-
rows” (2005), which is composed of a single continuous sentence and formatted
as a fully justified block of text, beginning: “You don’t see many hedges these days,
and the hedges you do see they’re not that thorny, it’s a shame.”*! While the pub-
lication of this prose poem online would technically allow it to be reproduced as
one long, continuous line—something that would be impossible in traditional
publishing on the page—the paragraph allows for a series of juxtapositions that
would be lost in a single, unbroken line. For example, the repetition of the word
“hedges” is more noticeable and powerful when visually reinforced within the text
block—and even the use of the word “hedgerow” suggests the poet was experi-
menting with borders, which would become irrelevant if the line went “on forever”
and ignored the right margin.

This indicates that the parallel sentences that comprise most prose poems are
an important feature of their composition, not just in the way they form a box or
rectangle but because of the effects of juxtaposition and parallelism in sentences—
or what one may broadly call contiguity. In this way, the margin matters to the
prose poet, even as “they write both through and against the margin, even as it is
arbitrarily assigned.”# The right margin creates friction between the visual con-
tainment of the sentence and its desire for liberation. It pushes a reader’s eye back
across a prose poem and draws attention to what the prose poem paragraph holds
as a whole.

The question then becomes whether the prose poem is indeed “disenjambed,”
or if it simply has a different relationship to the line and margin compared to the
lineated poem. Bar-Nadav understands that prose poems have an important rela-
tionship with the right margin, but one that is often discretionary because it is
driven by a publication’s style: “Rather than consider the prose poem a poetic form
or genre without line-breaks, I would argue that the prose poem indeed contains
line-breaks that are given over to chance operations and the margins established
by a particular writer, journal, or publisher, or those set by or on a computer,
typewriter, or printing press.”®

This is of particular interest, as the majority of lineated poems, and even ex-
perimental poems, are often faithfully reproduced in print and online publica-
tions. When the line finishes prior to the right margin, or words are scattered
across the page in the original composition, print and online publications aim to
replicate this. However, across a wide range of publications, the prose poem is
rarely reproduced in exactly the same way. As a result, it may seem that where a
prose poem’s sentences turn at the right margin is unimportant. In prose poems,
there is usually no mandated end of line to protect and reproduce (we discuss this
further in chapter 10).
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Of course, in some cases prose poems are crafted specifically to reduce the left
and/or right margin. This may be seen in the tapered prose poems in Claudia
Rankine’s Citizen: An American Lyric (which function as a metaphor for what she
sees as the narrow-mindedness of some Americans). It is also evident in Cassandra
Atherton’s “Rapunzel,” which aims to replicate Rapunzel’s long hair in a prose
poem produced as a slender column; Charlotte Eichler’s “The Coffin Calendars,”
shaped like a casket; Lily Hoang’s Changing (2008), with its calligraphic use of
hexagrams to write a new translation of the “I Ching”; Theo Hummer’s “Moravia:

Postcards,”#4

where two squares of prose poetry sit side by side and form rectangles
reminiscent of postcards; and Gavin Selerie’s “Casement,” which leaves a white
rectangle in the middle of the prose poem to approximate framed window glass.®

These prose poems could be considered hybrid concrete prose poems. Indeed,
as the prose poem form often appears as a box shape on the page or screen due to
its manipulation of white space and text, there is a visual connection to the con-
crete or shape poem that has a long history dating back to antiquity, including to
Greek Alexandria in the third century BC, where poems took the shape of objects
they were written on. The term “concrete poetry” was used in 1908 by Ernest
Fenollosa and revived by, among others, Max Bill and Oyvind Fahlstrom in the
1950s, and was taken up and elaborated in the writings and activities of the Noi-
gandres group. Guillaume Apollinaire’s Calligrammes: Poems of Peace and War
(1913-1916) (1918) is an important early example of this form of writing.

The shape poem became more ideogrammatic in the hands of poets such as E.
E. Cummings and Ezra Pound, but it is John Hollander who is perhaps most fa-
mous for his patterned poems. His book Tjpes of Shape (1969; expanded edition
1991) includes a range of shape verse, including the famous “Swan and Shadow”
where the outline of the swan and its reflection on water demonstrate how the
concrete poem becomes visual art. While the prose poem, when it appears as a
relatively neat box on the page, could be seen to connect to the tradition of the
concrete poem, it is only when the margins have been reduced or increased to
create a specific box or rectangular shape, or when the poet plays typographically
with a specific box shape to create a synergy between it and the subject matter, that
the prose poem can be considered concrete. In such cases, as with the prose poems
listed above, Bar-Nadav’s arguments about the poet’s relative loss of control over
the published prose poemv’s final appearance is especially pertinent. If a publication
has even slightly wider or thinner margins than the original prose poem, the place
where the sentence wraps at the right margin may shift, sometimes significantly
altering the effect of the work.

‘The anthology Great American Prose Poems: From Poe to the Present (2003),
edited by David Lehman, fully justifies all the prose poems to the same margins—
even where prose poems were originally published with a ragged right margin—
and in many cases the sentences have shifted. For example, all of Simic’s prose
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poems in 7The World Doesn’t End (1989) have an unjustified right margin, but his
prose poems from that volume in Lehman’s anthology are fully justified. His well-
known prose poem “We Were So Poor” also has very different breaks at the right
margin. When originally published, the prose poem opened as follows:

We were so poor I had to take the place of the
bait in the mousetrap. All alone in the cellar, I
could hear them pacing upstairs, tossing and turn-
ing in their beds.?

In Lehman’s anthology, it appears in the following form:

We were so poor I had to take the place of the bait in the mouse-
trap. All alone in the cellar, I could hear them pacing upstairs, tossing
and turning in their beds.*

Interestingly, in Simic’s New and Selected Poems, 1962-2012 (2013), the work is
again formatted differently:

We were so poor I had to take the place of the bait in the
mousetrap. All alone in the cellar, I could hear them pacing
upstairs, tossing and turning in their beds.®

This prose poem can also be found in different forms on the internet.

Whether such variations in the formatting of prose poetry matters depends on
the attitudes of authors and readers. Some authors will care, and some readers will
prefer one version over others. For instance, we prefer the first iteration of Simic’s
work above because of the way it pushes the syntactical units of this very short
poem down the page, making it appear denser and more urgent.

The growing sophistication of online publishing already allows most websites
to reproduce prose poems as originally published—although sometimes it requires
additional work to do so—but it remains to be seen whether prose poets will be-
come more involved in this issue (some are already involved; the majority do not
seem to mind very much how their prose poems are reproduced). If they do begin
to care more, then the right margin in prose poems will become even more im-
portant than it already is.

CONTEMPORARY REINVENTIONS OF THE
HaisuN AND OTHER PROSE POETRY VARIETIES

In discussing issues of camouflage and the right margin, it is also important to
examine whether prose poems may take a form similar to lineated poems. In other
words, can prose poetry—usually expressed in sentences—Dbe structured in a way
that incorporates line breaks? Lineated prose poems are certainly not a common

occurrence, but John Kinsella has identified W. G. Sebald’s Affer Nature (2011) as



IDEAS OF OPEN FORM AND CLOSURE IN PROSE POETRY ¢ 91

a “lineated ‘prose poem, ”*° and some of Rimbaud’s poetry has also been labeled
in the same way, provoking Clive Scott to ask of Vincent O’Sullivan’s “Nights of
Dreaming,” “Is this a lineated prose poem 4 /z Rimbaud?”! To further complicate
this discussion, René Char’s “Companions in the Garden” (1959) might also be
considered a lineated prose poem because of the way Char deliberately chooses to
place sentences on different lines rather than running the sentences one after an-
other within a more traditional prose poetry block of text.

If contemporary prose poetry began, in part, as a liberation from the strict
French Alexandrine in the nineteenth century, in the twenty-first century a lot of
contemporary prose poetry is exploring ways of challenging prose poetry’s fairly
ubiquitous box shape. This is occurring in two main ways. First, it is evident in
prose poems that blur the boundaries between, or combine, prose poetry and
lineated poetry. Second, it may be seen in works that challenge the traditional
length of the prose poem (usually considered to be no more than about a page).
Such works either connect prose poems in a long narrative or are labeled