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It is even in

prose, I am a real poet.

—Frank O’Hara,

—“Why I Am Not a Painter”



INTRODUCTION

by David Lehman

In December 1978, two members of a three-person committee voted to give the year’s Pulitzer Prize in poetry to Mark Strand for his book The Monument. It was a bold move. The Monument was anything but a conventional book of verse. It comprised short prose musings on the subject of death, with the author’s sentences presented in counterpoint to quotations from Shakespeare, Unamuno, Sir Thomas Browne, Nietzsche, Wallace Stevens, and other experts on mortality. In the end, however, Strand didn’t win the prize, because the third judge—the committee chair, Louis Simpson—adamantly opposed the choice. Simpson objected to The Monument on the grounds that it is predominantly in prose. He argued that the prestigious award is designed expressly to honor verse, and the argument prevailed with the Pulitzer higher-ups who act on the committee’s recommendations. To an admirer of The Monument it was as if the very qualities that distinguished this quirky, unfamiliar, hard-to-classify sequence worked against it when it came time to distribute accolades. It was clear then that prose had not yet gained acceptance as a medium for writing poetry. The poets who had been doing it were still working in advance of official recognition and in some cases (the Ashbery of Three Poems, the Merwin of The Miner’s Pale Children) despite their own misgivings about the terms “prose poem” and “prose poetry. “Such terms implied a link to a modern French tradition with which the American poets were familiar but from which they meant to keep a respectful distance. “The prose poem has the unusual distinction of being regarded with suspicion not only by the usual haters of poetry, but also by many poets themselves,” Charles Simic observed.

So when Simic won the Pulitzer for The World Doesn’t End in 1991 it seemed doubly significant, marking an event not only in Simic’s reputation but in the place of the prose poem itself. Its validity as a form or genre with a specific appeal to American poets could no longer be denied. For Simic’s Pulitzer volume, like Strand’s jinxed volume thirteen years earlier, consisted mainly of prose poems, and it was defiantly as prose poems that they succeeded. In neither case was the prose tarted up to ape the supposed prettiness of verse. The writing was not self-consciously “poetic.” On the contrary, the prose of these poems—one might say their “prosaic” nature if a pejorative valence did not hang over that word—was a crucial dimension of their being.

The prose poems in The World Doesn’t End are brief, spare, sometimes chilling, dark. Many evoke Simic’s childhood in Belgrade during World War II. A strange whimsy makes a grim memory of smoke and fog no less grim but perhaps more haunting. One untitled prose poem begins:

I was stolen by the gypsies. My parents stole me right back. Then the gypsies stole me again. This went on for some time.

This succession of sentences, not lines, moves at a speed faster than verse. Then comes the formulaic last sentence to slow down the action. The effect is to make the extraordinary seem somehow routine, and it has everything to do with the rhythms of narrative prose. In another poem the opening sentence introduces a metaphor, and the rest of the piece elaborates it in an effort to sustain the epiphany:

We were so poor I had to take the place of the bait in the mousetrap.

As it happens, the opening part of the sentence scans perfectly as blank verse. But it owes its force to the tension between the flatness of the delivery and the macabre twist in the plot. By putting his understated prose style at the service of the fantastic and surreal, Simic had found a way to capture the foreignness of his boyhood experience in war-torn Yugoslavia. His use of simple, declarative sentences, sometimes at a staccato pace, recalls the prose style of his fellow Oak Park High School alumnus, Ernest Hemingway, himself a prose poem pioneer.

It is possible to read Simic’s prose poems as dream narratives that end abruptly, enigmatically. You might almost treat them as prose fiction, except for their extreme brevity, the ambiguous ways they achieve resolution, and their author’s unmistakably poetic intent. Simic told an interviewer that his book originated as “quick notations,” “ideas for poems,” written haphazardly and on the run. They came, he said, from a place where “the impulses for prose and those for poetry collide.” What made them poems? “What makes them poems is that they are self-contained, and once you read one you have to go back and start reading it again. That’s what a poem does.”

What is a prose poem? The best short definition is almost tautological. The prose poem is a poem written in prose rather than verse. On the page it can look like a paragraph or fragmented short story, but it acts like a poem. It works in sentences rather than lines. With the one exception of the line break, it can make use of all the strategies and tactics of poetry. Just as free verse did away with meter and rhyme, the prose poem does away with the line as the unit of composition. It uses the means of prose toward the ends of poetry.

The prose poem is, you might say, poetry that disguises its true nature. In the prose poem the poet can appropriate such unlikely models as the newspaper article, the memo, the list, the parable, the speech, the dialogue. It is a form that sets store by its use of the demotic, its willingness to locate the sources of poetry defiantly far from the spring on Mount Helicon sacred to the muses. It is an insistently modern form. Some would argue further that it is, or was, an inherently subversive one. Margueritte Murphy’s A Tradition of Subversion (1992) contends that an adversarial streak characterizes the genre. Others are drawn to the allegorical formula that would align the prose poem with “working-class discourse” undermining the lyric structures of the upper bourgeosie. Many examples and precedents elude or combat this facile notion, and commentators have begun to stress the inclusiveness of the genre and not its putatively subversive properties. While it sometimes seems that the only generalization you can safely make about the prose poem is that it resists generalization, certain terms recur in essays and critical discussions. The prose poem is a hybrid form, an anomaly if not a paradox or oxymoron. It offers the enchantment of escape whether from the invisible chains of the superego, or from the oppressive reign of the alexandrine line, from which Charles Baudelaire broke vehemently in his Petits Poèmes en prose (1862), which inaugurated the genre in France. Sooner or later in the discussion it will be said that the prose poem, born in rebellion against tradition, has itself become a tradition. It will be noted approvingly that the prose poem blurs boundaries. “My own formal literary education had not accorded much regard to what in English are referred to as ‘prose poems,’ and I am not at all sure what the genre is supposed to entail,” W. S. Merwin wrote in a 1994 reprinting of The Miner’s Pale Children (1970). “I recalled what I thought were precedents—fragments, essays, journal entries, instructions and lists, oral tales, fables. What I was hoping for as I went was akin to what made a poem seem complete. But it was prose that I was writing, and I was pleased when the pieces raised questions about the boundary between prose and poetry, and where we think it runs.”

The words poetry and prose seem to be natural antagonists. The French Renaissance poet Pierre Ronsard said they were “mortal enemies.” Matthew Arnold, thinking to damn the poets Dryden and Pope, called them “classics of our prose.” Oscar Wilde subtly refined the insult: “Meredith is a prose Browning, and so is Browning. He used poetry as a medium for writing in prose.” In these examples, it is prose that has the negative charge, but the opposite can sometimes be true. Not every poet accused of writing poetic prose today will feel complimented, though to Baudelaire in Paris in 1862 it represented an ideal. No doubt poetry and prose will continue to exist in an antithetical relationship if only because they, and poetry in particular, are not neutrally descriptive but have an evaluative meaning. This complicates any discussion of the prose poem and assures that it will probably always retain its oxymoronic status. Nevertheless, there is a way to cut to the quick. As soon as you admit the possibility that verse is an adjunct of poetry and not an indispensable quality, the prose poem ceases to be a contradiction in terms. Verse and prose are the real antonyms, and the salient difference between them is that verse occurs in lines of a certain length determined by the poet whereas prose continues to the end of the page. In Richard Howard’s formulation, verse reverses—the reader turns at the end of the line—while prose proceeds. The form of a prose poem is not an absence of form. It is just that the sentence and the paragraph must act the part of the line and the stanza, and there are fewer rules and governing traditions to observe, or different ones, because the prose poem has a relatively short history and has enjoyed outsider status for most of that time. Writing a prose poem can therefore seem like accepting a dare to be unconventional. It is a form that invites the practitioner to reinvent it.

In an aphorism contest, the winning definition would come from Charles Simic. “The prose poem is the result of two contradictory impulses, prose and poetry, and therefore cannot exist, but it does,” he writes. “This is the sole instance we have of squaring the circle.” Elsewhere Simic proposes a gastronomic analogy for this “veritable literary hybrid,” this “impossible amalgamation of lyric poetry, anecdote, fairy tale, allegory, joke, journal entry, and many other kinds of prose.” Prose poems “are the culinary equivalent of peasant dishes, like paella and gumbo, which bring together a great variety of ingredients and flavors, and which in the end, thanks to the art of the cook, somehow blend. Except, the parallel is not exact. Prose poetry does not follow a recipe. The dishes it concocts are unpredictable and often vary from poem to poem.” Sticking with kitchen metaphors, James Richardson comments that the prose poem’s shifty position is akin to that of the tomato, which may be a fruit in botany class but is a vegetable if you’re making fruit salad.

The problem of nomenclature is—as Marianne Moore observed of attempts to differentiate poetry from prose—“a wart on so much happiness.” Amy Hempel summed up some of the options in her title for a lecture she and I planned to give together at Bennington College: “Prose poem, short short, or couldn’t finish?” There will always be exceptions, prose pieces that defy category or fit into more than one, but a practical way of proceeding is to make a division between work that the writer conceives as fiction and work that is conceived as poetry. Writers are under no obligation to classify their writing for us. But their intentions, if articulated, could be thought decisive. For the fiction writer, the prose poem (or “short short”) may be exhilarating because it allows an escape from the exigencies of the novel, novella, and short story. But that writer may nevertheless conceive the result to be not poetry but fiction. For the poet, writing in prose gains one entry into a world of formal possibility—the poem as anecdote, as letter, as meditation, as plot summary—but what is produced is still conceptually a poem. (Editorial intervention can complicate matters. The late Kenneth Koch, pleased that three pieces from his book Hotel Lambosa were chosen for this anthology, asked me nevertheless to note that he regards them not as prose poems but as stories in the manner of Yasunari Kawabata’s Palm-of-the-Hand Stories). Of terms now in use, “short short” sounds like an undergarment, “flash fiction” evokes the image of an unshaved character in a soiled raincoat, and “poem in prose” sounds a bit tweedy. That leaves the poet with “prose poem,” which has at least the virtues of simplicity and directness. Perhaps the prose poem’s ironic motto could come from the moment in Citizen Kane when the newspaper magnate, played by Orson Welles, receives a telegram from a reporter in the field: “Girls delightful in Cuba STOP Could send you prose poems about scenery but don’t feel right spending your money STOP There is no war in Cuba.” And Kane wires back: “You provide the prose poems, I’ll provide the war.”

 * * * 

Baudelaire wasn’t the first to write prose poems in French. Aloysius Bertrand beat him to the punch with his remarkable and still underrated Gaspard de la nuit in 1842. But it was Baudelaire who launched the genre, giving it a local habitation and a name. He gave his book alternate titles. One was Spleen de Paris, the other Petits Poèmes en prose (Little Prose Poems). In a letter to a friend, Baudelaire wrote a sentence that scholars have quoted ever since: “Who among us has not, in his ambitious moments, dreamed of the miracle of a poetic prose, musical without meter or rhyme, supple enough and rugged enough to adapt itself to the lyrical impulses of the soul, the undulations of the psyche, the jolts of consciousness?” Liberated from the implacable requirements of formal French verse, Baudelaire wrote with a sort of infernal energy that the prose medium helped to release. He employed a cruel irony that joined suffering to laughter. Paris is the setting and sometimes the subject, and man is not a wonder but a creature of vanity, lust, disgust, and gratuitous nastiness.

Writing prose poems may have been cathartic for Baudelaire. They were the agency by which he could transform ennui and daydreams into symbolic action. The imp of the perverse, on loan from Edgar Allan Poe, makes its way out of the shadows like an unrepentant id. The impulse results variously in an argumentative prose poem counseling that it’s better to beat up a beggar than to give him alms; a sort of drinking song in prose advising the reader to “be always drunk” [“Toujours être ivre”] whether “on wine, on poetry, or on virtue”; and a prankish narrative [“Le Mauvais vitrier,” or “The Bad Glazier”], in which the narrator yields to the spontaneous urge to abuse a seller of window glass who has done him no harm. From a high window he drops a pot of flowers on the glazier’s head, and shouts: “Make life beautiful! Make life beautiful!” The narrator acknowledges that such antics may exact a price. But he won’t let that stand in the way. He summons the amoral didacticism of a fallen angel when he concludes: “But what is an eternity of damnation compared to an infinity of pleasure in a single second?”

“The Stranger,” the first poem in Baudelaire’s sequence, establishes the poet and artist as an outsider, almost an alien: a disillusioned city dweller, who feels his aloneness most acutely in a crowd, and who might, under different circumstances, pack a gun and set himself up as a hard-boiled gumshoe. “The Stranger” takes the form of a brief dialogue, and so we learn nothing about the man other than what he says in reply to a friendly if persistent interlocutor, perhaps in a railway car or café, a neutral place where strangers meet and feel obliged to converse. He reveals that he is indifferent to the claims of family, the pleasures of friendship, the duty demanded by God or country, the perquisites of money. What does he, the “enigmatic stranger,” love? And here he bursts into a lyric exclamation: “The clouds passing by . . . over there . . . over there . . . the marvelous clouds!” Why are they marvelous? Presumably it’s because they constantly change shape, are perpetually in motion, and are far from the sphere of human sorrow. Baudelaire gave an English title to another of his prose poems, “Anywhere Out of This World,” which embodies the romantic wish to escape. It begins with a characteristic assertion: “Life is a hospital and all the patients keep wanting to change beds.” Equally romantic, equally epigrammatic, is the conclusion of “The Confiteor of the Artist”: “The study of Beauty is a duel in which the artist cries out in fright before being vanquished.”

If Baudelaire set the prose poem in motion with his anecdotes, parables, short essays, and aphorisms, Arthur Rimbaud provides the great counterexample in Illuminations and Une Saison en enfer [A Season in Hell]. The precocious Rimbaud—“You’re not too serious when you’re seventeen years old,” he wrote when he was fifteen—renounced poetry and headed to Africa for a more “serious” career in the munitions trade. But before he was twenty, he had created the “visionary” prose poem or, in Martha Kinney’s phrase, “the prose poem as a lantern, an illuminated container, casting images and phrases needed but barely understood.” The prose poems in Illuminations are like dream landscapes and journeys, visionary fragments, brilliant but discontinuous. They represent a considerable advance in abstraction and compression, and they are revolutionary, too, in recommending a breakdown in order, “a willful derangement of the senses,” as a necessary regimen.

Rimbaud, the poet as youthfully debauched seer, will take a romantic theme and render it in idiosyncratic and abstract terms. Consider his prose poem “Guerre” [“War”] from Illuminations:

When I was a child, certain skies sharpened my vision: all their characters were reflected in my face. The Phenomena were aroused.—At present the eternal inflection of moments and the infinity of mathematics drive me through this world where I meet with every public honor, adored by children with their prodigious affections.—I dream of a War, of might and of right, of unanticipated logic.

It is as simple as a musical phrase.

At its heart, this is a reworking of a familiar Wordsworthian trajectory (There was a time “when like a roe I bounded o’er the mountains . . . . That time is past, and all its aching joys are now no more. . . . Other gifts have followed. . . . Therefore am I still a lover of the meadows and the woods”). The structure is the same in Rimbaud: a movement from childhood to the present, great loss and a new compensatory resolution. In Rimbaud, however, to get from one clause to the next requires a long leap. The clauses themselves are like free-floating fragments, and the conclusion has an air of revolutionary menace very far from the consolation Wordsworth found in nature.

In France, the prose poem quickly became a genre. Prose represented freedom from the alexandrine, the tyrannical twelve-syllable line that ruled over French poetry with an inflexibility that made English blank verse seem positively libertine in comparison. For Stéphane Mallarmé, the prose poem afforded a pretext to digress or pursue a detour; “La Pipe” [“The Pipe”] is a fine pre-Proustian exploration of the involuntary memory. Max Jacob, in The Dice Cup (1917), crafted fables that unfold with an absurd logic, with a comic edge sometimes and a non sequitur where we expected to find an epiphany. There is beauty in the inconclusive anecdote terminating in ellipses—as when we’re told, in “The Beggar Woman of Naples,” that the person thus described, to whom the narrator had tossed some coins every day, was “a wooden case painted green which contained some red earth and a few half-rotten bananas . . .” Henri Michaux made a cunning use of personae (“I like to beat people up”) and ironic protagonists (the hapless Plume, who is arrested in a restaurant for eating an item not on the menu). Francis Ponge “took the side of objects” in poems that spurned the self-conscious ego and discovered themselves as studies of things. The achievement of these poets and others (Pierre Reverdy, René Char) made Paris the indisputable capital of the prose poem.

In the English-speaking world, the prose poem never quite graduated to the status of a genre. But then it didn’t really have to. The opportunity to write prose poetry, by whatever name, had long existed. The King James Bible, as Shelley observes, was a triumph of prose as a vehicle for “astonishing” poetry. Coleridge singles out “the writings of Plato, and Bishop Taylor, and the Theoria Sacra of Burnet” as furnishing “undeniable proofs that poetry of the highest kind may exist without metre, and even without the contra-distinguishing objects of a poem.” No list of English precursors of modern prose poetry would be complete without Shakespeare’s prose (in Hamlet, for example, the “quintessence of dust” speech, and “the readiness is all”), John Donne’s sermons, Thomas Traherne’s Centuries of Meditation, James MacPherson’s hoax translation of the Scottish bard Ossian, and the “Proverbs of Hell” and “memorable fancies” of Blake’s “Marriage of Heaven and Hell”: a list so diverse that it resists any effort at codification.

The American prose poem owes much to the French but veers off decisively to accommodate the sui generis work that transcends category. In 1959, the French scholar Suzanne Bernard could stipulate that there were four requirements that every prose poem had to fulfill. 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. In other words, a prose poem was a short poem that happened to be written in prose. There may be something in the Gallic temperament that gravitates toward systematic classification, but it seems anathema to poets who identify prose with the wish to escape from strictures and injunctions. Brevity is not a requirement for an American poet. I think immediately of wonderful prose poems that are too long to be represented in this book, such as W. H. Auden’s “Caliban to the Audience” and John Ashbery’s “The System.” In 1848, Poe, whose influence on Baudelaire and Mallarmé was so great, wrote a 150–page treatise on the nature and origin of the universe, in which he intuitively grasped the Big Bang theory of cosmic creation. Poe called this lengthy work Eureka and subtitled it A Prose Poem, despite his own earlier declaration that a long poem is a “flat contradiction in terms.”

 * * * 

Some prose poem enthusiasts approach the subject in a self-deprecatory manner. Simic depicts the poet in mad pursuit of a fly in a dark room: “The prose poem is a burst of language following a collision with a large piece of furniture.” Russell Edson, a master of the comic surreal fable, likens the prose poem to the offspring of a giraffe and an elephant that may look grotesque but is hailed nonetheless as a “beautiful animal.” Or perhaps the prose poem is “a cast-iron aeroplane that can actually fly, mainly because its pilot doesn’t seem to care if it does or not.” When Louis Jenkins compares the writing of a prose poem to throwing a crumpled piece of paper into a wastebasket (“a skill that, though it may improve hand-eye coordination, does not lead necessarily to an ability to play basketball”), it’s as if failure were a premise of the enterprise. Perhaps it is, or perhaps the fellows are being impish as much as diffident. Jenkins would rather chuck paper into basket than listen to the teacher “drone on about the poetry of Tennyson.” Edson jovially stresses the capaciousness of the genre. “You could call the pieces in Tender Buttons prose poems,” he tells an interviewer who has asked about Gertrude Stein. “Heck, one can call most anything a prose poem. That’s what’s great about them, anything that’s not something else is probably a prose poem.” The interviewer persists. How about “the 70’s when you, Bly, Tate, and others were writing prose poems”? And Edson, sensing the hunger for a myth, obligingly concocts one. There was a time when “prose poems were illegal” and he, Jim [Tate], and the Captain [Bly, after the stern Captain Bligh in Mutiny on the Bounty] began their clandestine activities. “After long evenings of talking prose poems we’d relax by trying to guess who was ghostwriting all the stuff that was appearing in all the poetry magazines. It looked like the work of a single hack.”

In the 1970s, the prose poem afforded a means to depart or dissent from what that “single hack” was producing. The prose poem as surreal fable, in the manner of Edson or Maxine Chernoff, seemed a compelling option. “There is a shorter distance from the unconscious to the Prose Poem than from the unconscious to most poems in verse,” Michael Benedikt said. There was never any danger of a new orthodoxy, but someone quipped that if you said prose poem in a word association game the next word to come to everyone’s mind would be surrealist or surreal. Certainly the prose poem in the United States today is not as predictably unpredictable, in part because it has loosened its ties to the French tradition. There is a renewed sense that the homemade American prose poem is a thing that could not exist without the idea of America preceding it. This is not entirely a new story. In a 1957 prologue to his early Kora in Hell: Improvisations, William Carlos Williams took pains to distinguish the book from “the typically French prose poem,” whose “pace was not my own”—despite the debt, evident in the title, to Rimbaud’s Season in Hell. The question “what is American about the American prose poem” remains second to “what is American about American poetry” as a topic that can be debated and discussed endlessly without any prospect of a resolution. But surely Joe Wenderoth’s Letters to Wendy’s, which he composed on a fast food chain’s customer comment cards, is but one recent instance of a rule-breaking prose poem that is saturated with American culture and the American vernacular.

Experimental writers have invested much energy in prose as a poetic medium while at the same time often repudiating or resisting the narrative impulse. In 1980 the Language poet Ron Silliman wrote a manifesto under the heading “the New Sentence.” He argued that the sentence—the liberated sentence in prose that works like poetry—is not a unit of logic but an independent entity that relates to the sentences before and after it in multiple, complex, and ambiguous ways. As Marjorie Perloff remarks about works by Silliman (Tjanting), Lyn Hejinian (My Life), and Rosmarie Waldrop (The Reproduction of Profiles), “In these prose compositions, a given sentence, far from following its predecessor or preparing the way for the sentence that follows, remains relatively autonomous, continuity being provided by word and sound repetition as well as by semantic transfer, in what the Russian Formalists called the ‘orientation toward the neighboring word.’ ” If poems resemble paintings, the prose poem could as easily correspond to a Mondrian abstraction as to a Flemish street scene.

That this argument can be derived from a reading of Gertrude Stein is but one reason for considering her the mother of the American prose poem (as Poe, through his influence on Baudelaire, was an uncle of the French prose poem). The prose poems that constitute Stein’s Tender Buttons initiate a tradition of experimentation. Stein had a revolutionary poetic intent, and Tender Buttons is a sustained effort at treating words as objects in their own right rather than as symbolic representations of things. To this day no one has better captured the abstract music of sentences and paragraphs. Nor has anyone departed so radically from the conventions of making sense while making such richly evocative poetry. Consider “A Dog” from Tender Buttons. Here it is in its entirety:

A little monkey goes like a donkey that means to say that means to say that more sighs last goes. Leave with it. A little monkey goes like a donkey.

At first this seems a sort of riddle, as if the writer’s task were to suggest a thing without naming it (except in the title). It has charm, its rhymes are spirited, but it has something else as well. There is drama in the sentences and between them, the stock phrase (“that means to say”) repeated to lend urgency, then the four accented monosyllables in a row (“more sighs last goes”), and finally the appearance of a resolution (“Leave with it”), with closure achieved by recapitulation of the initial theme. In a sense this prose poem has, in Walter Pater’s famous formulation, aspired to the condition of music. It has achieved abstractness. But what “A Dog” also shows us is the abstract structure of syntax that precedes content and helps create meaning, charging common words like “sighs” and “goes” with a power of signification we didn’t know they had.

 * * * 

In verse, the tension between the line and the sentence can be fruitful. The canonical example is the opening of Paradise Lost, where Milton isolates the word fruit at the end of line one, and the word acquires triple or even quadruple meanings. In prose the poet gives up the meaning-making powers of the line break. The poet in prose must use the structure of the sentence itself, or the way one sentence modifies the next, to generate the surplus meaning that helps separate poetry in prose from ordinary writing. W. H. Auden, who habitually subdivided people into classes and types, favored antithesis as a syntactical principle in “Vespers” where he presents himself, a partisan of Eden, squaring off against an advocate of utopian socialism:

In my Eden a person who dislikes Bellini has the good manners not to get born: In his New Jerusalem a person who dislikes work will be very sorry he was born.

The antithesis creates balance but also invites the reader to weigh the scales. The repetition of clauses allows for significant variation, so when we’re told that the shirker in the New Jerusalem “will be very sorry he was born,” the locution itself exemplifies the sort of “good manners” that make Auden’s Eden a more attractive place.

John Ashbery seems to incorporate self-contradiction as an operating principle in his prose poem “A Nice Presentation.” He enacts within the sentence a mazy motion:

Most things don’t matter but an old woman of my acquaintance is always predicting gloom and doom and her prophecies matter though they may never be fulfilled. That’s one reason I don’t worry too much but I like to tell her she is right but also wrong because what she says won’t happen.

The sentences embody reversal and hesitation; they suggest a kind of logic but mostly they reveal that logic is an illusion. They enact a paradox: that one can be in perpetual motion while remaining stationary, as the mind of a perennial fence-sitter may race from one thought to the next.

Writing in prose you give up much, but you gain in relaxation, in the possibilities of humor and incongruity, in narrative compression, and in the feeling of escape or release from tradition or expectation. The prose poem can feel like a holiday from the rigors of verse, as is sometimes the case in Shakespeare’s plays. In Hamlet, for example, prose can serve the purposes of the “antic disposition” the prince affects to make people think he is mad. In Much Ado About Nothing, on the other hand, prose stands for plain sense, verse for hyperbole, ornament; Benedick is an inept rhymester, but his love for Beatrice and hers for him has a chance to endure because it is founded not on the fantastical language of romantic courtship but on the sallies and scorn of prose wit. The prose poem can have this antipoetical, down-to-earth quality, can stand as a corrective to the excesses to which verse is susceptible.

Russell Edson is attracted to the idea of “a poetry freed from the definition of poetry, and a prose free of the necessities of fiction.” Robert Bly associates prose with “the natural speech of a democratic language.” For James Tate, the prose poem is an effective “means of seduction. For one thing, the deceptively simple packaging: the paragraph. 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 my saying so, I am not known to be arcane, obtuse, precious, or high-falutin’. Come on in.” Robert Hass explains that he was happy with one of his efforts because it “was exactly what the prose poem wasn’t supposed to be. It was too much like the sound of expository prose.” At the time of writing it seemed to Hass that he was exploring unknown territory. And in retrospect? “It seems a sort of long escape.”

Any of the forms of prose can serve, from traditional rhetorical models to newfangled concoctions. Mark Jarman writes an “Epistle” and Joe Brainard writes “mini-essays” in the form of one-sentence poems. James Richardson specializes in what he calls “Vectors,” which are aphorisms and “ten-second essays.” Paul Violi’s “Triptych” takes its form from TV Guide and Charles Bernstein taps the same source for the content of “Contradiction turns to rivalry.” Tyrone Williams’s “Cold Calls” consists of a sequence of footnotes to an absent text. There are prose poems in the form of journal entries (Harry Mathews’s 20 Lines a Day), radically foreshortened fictions (Lydia Davis’s “In the Garment District”), a fan letter (Amy Gerstler’s “Dear Boy George”), a rant (Gabriel Gudding’s “Defense of Poetry”), a linguistic stunt (Fran Carlen’s “Anal Nap,” in which only one vowel is used), an essay (Fanny Howe’s “Doubt”), a political parable (Carolyn Forché’s “The Colonel”), and other inventions, some of which can’t be easily summarized. Mark Strand’s “Chekhov: A Sestina” demonstrates that prose can accommodate the intricacies of that verse form, just as “Woods” in Emerson’s journals can serve as a “prose sonnet.” The appearance of such a poem as Tom Whalen’s “Why I Hate Prose Poems” indicates that the prose poem has, for all the talk of its “subversive” nature, itself become a self-conscious genre inviting spoofery.

The prose poem has achieved an unprecedented level of popularity among American poets. The evidence is abundant to one who closely monitors literary magazines. There are excellent journals devoted exclusively to prose poems. Both Key Satch(el) and Untitled yielded work you will find in this anthology. So did a quartet of magazines that seem to have sectioned off parts of the territory. Quarterly West specializes in the prose poem as short fiction. The Seneca Review favors the prose poem as lyric essay. Quarter After Eight announces that its editorial mission is to “provide a space for work that fits neither genre: a space that demonstrates the tension between poetry and prose,” while the Rhode Island–based magazine whose title is the diacritical sign for a paragraph considers the single block of text to be the prose poem’s ideal shape or default structure. There are magazines whose whole existence is based on advocacy. Brian Clements has just started Sentence: A Journal of Prose Poetics. Founded in 1992 by Peter Johnson, The Prose Poem: An International Journal recently went under but not before proclaiming a prose poem renaissance and articulating a strong case for the form. Fascinating adventures in the prose poem have turned up in many other magazines as well. I found poems for this book—poems I wanted to spread the news about—in The Hat and The Germ and Shiny, in New American Writing and Conjunctions and Another Chicago Magazine, American Poetry Review and Conduit and Verse, Hambone and Ploughshares and American Letters and Commentary, and this is not an exhaustive list.

Seven of the poets who have served as guest editors of The Best American Poetry—Simic, Strand, Ashbery, Robert Bly, Robert Hass, John Hollander, and James Tate—have championed the prose poem or done some of their best work in that form (if it is a form) or genre (if that’s what it is). As many prose poems as sonnets—more probably—have been chosen for The Best American Poetry since the inception of the annual anthology in 1988. And certainly signs of the prose poem’s belated respectability abound. Several “international” anthologies were published in the 1990s, the first since Michael Benedikt’s in 1976. One was the culminating issue of The Prose Poem (2000), the other Stuart Friebert and David Young’s valuable Models of the Universe (1995). Recent academic studies, such as Steven Monte’s Invisible Fences (2000) and Michel Delville’s The American Prose Poem (1998), overlap surprisingly little, so fertile and various is the field. The issue of TriQuarterly that is current as I write, with Campbell McGrath as guest editor, includes a section called “Prose Poetics.” I’ve just read provocative articles on the subject in Rain Taxi and the Antioch Review. Undoubtedly the conference on the prose poem, replete with “craft lectures,” that was held in Walpole, New Hampshire, in August 2001, was the first of many to come. This is all a far cry from the situation in 1978 when The Monument was denied the Pulitzer, excellent prose poems were being written but it still seemed a secret, and the editor of this volume, then a thesis candidate at Columbia University, defended his dissertation on the prose poem in English, choosing Oscar Wilde, Gertrude Stein, W. H. Auden, and John Ashbery as four exemplars.

All anthologies are partial in one and sometimes two senses, though I’d rather sin on the side of ecumenicism than exclusivity. I wanted to present the prose poem in its American context, showing what Elizabeth Bishop did with the form, and how Delmore Schwartz handled it, and what poets ranging from James Wright and Robert Bly to Terence Winch and Andrei Codrescu were doing in the 1970s, and what young writers such as Sarah Manguso and Anselm Berrigan are up to today. Every anthology is also a personal statement. I had a few rules. Excerpts from long works had to be self-contained to warrant inclusion. Though dating poems is a notoriously approximative art, the gain in our historical understanding make it well worth doing, and I have followed each poem with the year of either composition or publication. I have ordered the contents chronologically by year of the poet’s birth but arranged the contributor’s notes alphabetically for the reader’s ease. Poe, born after Emerson, precedes him in the subtitle for reasons that may seem self-evident. For the purposes of this anthology, both T. S. Eliot and W. H. Auden qualify as “American,” and the same goes for such Canadian poets as Margaret Atwood and Anne Carson. There are always more poems than you have room for, but the final criterion is the most important one: Do I love it? Is it something I can’t bear to do without? You have no choice but to trust your instincts and, in Frank O’Hara’s phrase, to “go on your nerve.”

There is a moment in O’Hara’s poem “Why I Am Not a Painter” when the poet—urbane, bohemian buddy of avant-garde painters that he is—exultantly says of his latest poetic effort: “It is even in / prose, I am a real poet.” There is an ambiguity here that readers may not notice at first. If the excerpt were shortened to “even in prose, I am a real poet,” it would mean “I am a real poet even when I write prose,” and prose would be counted not a virtue but a defect. But of course we read the line to mean, “It is even in prose, [and therefore] I am a real poet”—the act of writing a prose poem certifies me as an authentic one hundred percent avant-garde American poet (though at this moment I happen to be writing in verse). While we shouldn’t overlook the characteristically ironic spin O’Hara gave to his words, they retain their element of truth and their larger element of ambiguity, and their bravado is exactly what readers should have in mind as they prepare to encounter the American prose poem in all its glorious variety.



RALPH WALDO EMERSON (1803–1882)
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Woods, A Prose Sonnet

Wise are ye, O ancient woods! wiser than man. Whoso goeth in your paths or into your thickets where no paths are, readeth the same cheerful lesson whether he be a young child or a hundred years old. Comes he in good fortune or bad, ye say the same things, & from age to age. Ever the needles of the pine grow & fall, the acorns on the oak, the maples redden in autumn, & at all times of the year the ground pine & the pyrola bud & root under foot. What is called fortune & what is called Time by men—ye know them not. Men have not language to describe one moment of your eternal life. This I would ask of you, o sacred Woods, when ye shall next give me somewhat to say, give me also the tune wherein to say it. Give me a tune of your own like your winds or rains or brooks or birds; for the songs of men grow old when they have been often repeated, but yours, though a man have heard them for seventy years, are never the same, but always new, like time itself, or like love.

(1839)



EDGAR ALLAN POE (1809–1849)
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Shadow—A Parable

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the Shadow.

—Psalm of David.

Ye who read are still among the living; but I who write shall have long since gone my way into the region of shadows. For indeed strange things shall happen, and secret things be known, and many centuries shall pass away, ere these memorials be seen of men. And, when seen, there will be some to disbelieve, and some to doubt, and yet a few who will find much to ponder upon in the characters here graven with a stylus of iron.

The year had been a year of terror, and of feelings more intense than terror for which there is no name upon the earth. For many prodigies and signs had taken place, and far and wide, over sea and land, the black wings of the Pestilence were spread abroad. To those, nevertheless, cunning in the stars, it was not unknown that the heavens wore an aspect of ill; and to me, the Greek Oinos, among others, it was evident that now had arrived the alternation of that seven hundred and ninety-fourth year when, at the entrance of Aries, the planet Jupiter is conjoined with the red ring of the terrible Saturnus. The peculiar spirit of the skies, if I mistake not greatly, made itself manifest, not only in the physical orb of the earth, but in the souls, imaginations, and meditations of mankind.

Over some flasks of the red Chian wine, within the walls of a noble hall, in a dim city called Ptolemais, we sat, at night, a company of seven. And to our chamber there was no entrance save by a lofty door of brass: and the door was fashioned by the artisan Corinnos, and, being of rare workmanship, was fastened from within. Black draperies, likewise, in the gloomy room, shut out from our view the moon, the lurid stars, and the peopleless streets—but the boding and the memory of Evil they would not be so excluded. There were things around us and about of which I can render no distinct account—things material and spiritual—heaviness in the atmosphere—a sense of suffocation—anxiety—and, above all, that terrible state of existence which the nervous experience when the senses are keenly living and awake, and meanwhile the powers of thought lie dormant. A dead weight hung upon us. It hung upon our limbs—upon the household furniture—upon the goblets from which we drank; and all things were depressed, and borne down thereby—all things save only the flames of the seven lamps which illumined our revel. Uprearing themselves in tall slender lines of light, they thus remained burning all pallid and motionless; and in the mirror which their lustre formed upon the round table of ebony at which we sat, each of us there assembled beheld the pallor of his own countenance, and the unquiet glare in the downcast eyes of his companions. Yet we laughed and were merry in our proper way—which was hysterical; and sang the songs of Anacreon—which are madness; and drank deeply—although the purple wine reminded us of blood. For there was yet another tenant of our chamber in the person of young Zoilus. Dead, and at full length he lay, enshrouded; the genius and the demon of the scene. Alas! he bore no portion in our mirth, save that his countenance, distorted with the plague, and his eyes, in which Death had but half extinguished the fire of the pestilence, seemed to take such interest in our merriment as the dead may haply take in the merriment of those who are to die. But although I, Oinos, felt that the eyes of the departed were upon me, still I forced myself not to perceive the bitterness of their expression, and gazing down steadily into the depths of the ebony mirror, sang with a loud and sonorous voice the songs of the son of Teios. But gradually my songs they ceased, and their echoes, rolling afar off among the sable draperies of the chamber, became weak, and undistinguishable, and so faded away. And lo! from among those sable draperies where the sounds of the song departed, there came forth a dark and undefined shadow—a shadow such as the moon, when low in heaven, might fashion from the figure of a man: but it was the shadow neither of man nor of God, nor of any familiar thing. And quivering awhile among the draperies of the room, it at length rested in full view upon the surface of the door of brass. But the shadow was vague, and formless, and indefinite, and was the shadow neither of man nor of God—neither God of Greece, nor God of Chaldaea, nor any Egyptian God. And the shadow rested upon the brazen doorway, and under the arch of the entablature of the door, and moved not, nor spoke any word, but there became stationary and remained. And the door whereupon the shadow rested was, if I remember aright, over against the feet of the young Zoilus enshrouded. But we, the seven there assembled, having seen the shadow as it came out from among the draperies, dared not steadily behold it, but cast down our eyes, and gazed continually into the depths of the mirror of ebony. And at length I, Oinos, speaking some low words, demanded of the shadow its dwelling and its appellation. And the shadow answered, “I am SHADOW, and my dwelling is near to the Catacombs of Ptolemais, and hard by those dim plains of Helusion which border upon the foul Charonian canal.” And then did we, the seven, start from our seats in horror, and stand trembling, and shuddering, and aghast, for the tones in the voice of the shadow were not the tones of any one being, but of a multitude of beings, and, varying in their cadences from syllable to syllable fell duskly upon our ears in the well-remembered and familiar accents of many thousand departed friends.
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