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Introduction: The Expansion
of the Prose Poem

I

What is poetry and if you know what poetry is
what is prose — Gertrude Stein'

How do you define a prose poem? I have often been asked this
question since I began to put together what follows: two hun-
dred poems from around the world which have been chosen to
represent the exciting, surprising, and memorable possibilities
of a form that has sometimes been regarded with suspicion but
is now suddenly everywhere. Collections of prose poems —
such as Claudia Rankine’s Citizen (2014) — win major prizes, and
anyone who picks up a poetry magazine will almost certainly
spot one. This book includes a range of names that might be
expected to feature in any representative anthology of modern
poetry in English: John Ashbery, W. H. Auden, Elizabeth
Bishop, Rita Dove, T. S. Eliot, Allen Ginsberg, Seamus Heaney,
Adrienne Rich. But it also celebrates neglected poets who have
written with brilliance in a form habitually overlooked by
anthologists. Together, they comprise an alternative history of
modern poetry and an experimental tradition that is shaping
its future.

How, then, to define the prose poem? After reading so many,
I can only offer the simplest common denominator: a prose

Xxix
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Introduction: The Expansion of the Prose Poem

poem is a poem without line breaks. Beyond that, both its man-
ner and its matter resist generalization. The prose poem has
been called a ‘genre with an oxymoron for name’ (Michael
Riffaterre), yet it may be doubted whether it is in fact a genre at
all; another critic has positioned it on ‘the boundaries of genre’,
between the many kinds of other writing it may mercurially
resemble.” Surveying the 175 years of poetry represented here,
what emerges for me is the prose poem’s wayward relationship
to its own form — and it is this, I believe, that makes it the defin-
ing poetic invention of modernity. In an age of mass literacy,
our daily lives are enmeshed in networks of sentences and par-
agraphs as extensive as any urban grid. The prose poem drives
the reading mind beyond the city limits.

Poets, of course, have long known that the border between
verse and prose is porous. Is the prose soliloquy in which Ham-
let exclaims “What a piece of work is man . . ." really any less a
piece of Shakespearean poetry than the blank verse of “To be or
not to be . . .”? Sir Philip Sidney informed Renaissance readers
that although ‘the inside and strength’ of Plato’s dialogues was
philosophy, ‘the skin, as it were, and beauty depended most of
poetry’; in the Romantic era, Percy Bysshe Shelley contended
that ‘the distinction between poets and prose writers is a vul-
gar error’; and the French Symbolist poet Stéphane Mallarmé
believed that ‘there is no such thing as prose: there is the alpha-
bet, and then there are verses’’ Put letters together to make
words, that is, and you are already working with the basic units
of poetic rhythm.

As the critic D. W. Harding noted in his study of rhythm in
literature, ‘all the prose we ever read is chopped up into lines;
we rightly pay no attention to them’.* This is because page mar-
gins do not mark metre as line breaks do. Yet itis not uncommon
for verse-like currents to eddy beneath the placid surface of a
paragraph. ‘Prose’, wrote Samuel Johnson in his Dictionary of

XX
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Introduction: The Expansion of the Prose Poem

1755, is ‘language not restrained to harmonick sounds or set
number of syllables, discourse not metrical’. But Johnson’s own
eloquence as an essayist, observed William Hazlitt — who
thought it a fault — was often ‘a species of rhyming in prose [in
which] each sentence, revolving round its centre of gravity, is
contained with itself like a couplet, and each paragraph forms
itself into a stanza’’ There is one kind of prose poem that
employs such cadences to raise its voice very close to verse,
from Oscar Wilde’s echoing of the parallelism of the King
James Bible (sometimes known as ‘thought-rhyme’) in his
homoerotic parables of desire “The Disciple’ (p. 380) and “The
Master” (p. 381) to Allen Ginsberg’s companionable shadowing
of Walt Whitman’s long verse line in the paragraph-stanzas of
‘A Supermarket in California’ (p. 273). But our habitual expect-
ation when we see a passage of prose is that it will explain, not
sing. The information-giving sentence — logical, functional,
linear — is the conveyor belt that carries the business of our
lives. The rhythm of prose, believed the Russian literary theor-
ist Viktor Shklovsky, contributes to the ‘automatizing’ of
perception, which the images and rhythms of poetry work to
disrupt — a theory that his friend the poet Velimir Khlebnikov
illustrates in ‘Menagerie’ (p. 368), with its startling pen-portraits
of the animals of Moscow zoo, often dashed off in a single sen-
tence.® Poetry, we might say, bends the bars of the prose cage.

As Hermine Riffaterre has observed, the ‘formal framework’
of the individual prose poem is ‘ad hoc’, and often makes its
home among other forms and genres.” These may be recogniz-
ably literary, such as the anecdote, the aphorism, the sketch,
the dialogue, the essay, the fairy tale, the fragment, the joke,
the myth, or the short story.® But prose poets are also attracted
to the poetic possibilities of other kinds of writing, the official
purpose of which is to record and inform: for instance, the cut-
up journalism of Charles Madge’s ‘Bourgeois News’ (p. 312); the

xxi
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Introduction: The Expansion of the Prose Poem

graffitied game rules of Bernadette Mayer’s ‘Gay Full Story’
(‘Change one letter in each essential vivacity missing word to
spell a times taking place defunct bird’s name’, p. 213); or the
‘intense yet eccentric research in the rhetorical structure of
English meteorological description’ that Lisa Robertson under-
took for her book The Weather (p. 104) — beginning with the
famously incantatory rhythms of the BBC radio shipping fore-
cast.” The prose of information, we begin to realize, comes in
many forms, and all have the potential for poetry to be injected,
like coloured ink, into their ostensibly transparent sentences.
With the exception, however, of the neatly ‘trimmed” abat-
toir notice presented as a found poem by Laurie Duggan’s
‘Hearts™ (p. 192), this anthology’s definition of prose poetry
does not extend to the wholesale reframing of prose as poetry
by certain recent conceptual poets.” Instead, it attempts to map
a tradition of lyric writing in prose form, which begins in the
latter half of the nineteenth century with the French poet
Charles Baudelaire and a posthumous volume known by two
titles: Le Spleen de Paris or Petits Poémes en Prose (1869). By the end
of the century, Baudelaire’s innovation had exerted a wide-
reaching influence: on the prose reveries of later Symbolists
such as Arthur Rimbaud and Mallarmé; on the fin-de-siécle
decadence, across the English Channel, of Oscar Wilde and
Ernest Dowson; on Poems in Prose (1883), the Russian novelist
Ivan Turgenev’s last book, written while living in Paris; and, in
America, on Emma Lazarus’s biblical evocations of the jour-
neying of Jewish refugees, ‘By the Waters of Babylon™ (1887),
which features the Baudelairean subtitle ‘Little Poems in Prose’
(p. 382). A generation later, the international literary revolution
known as modernism saw prose and verse mingling in little
magazines unconcerned with dividing their table of contents
strictly into one or the other. In France, the dream-like strange-
ness of the Symbolists was redoubled under the influence of

xxii
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Introduction: The Expansion of the Prose Poem

Surrealism by young prose poets such as Pierre Reverdy (‘Street
Circus’, p. 355) and Max Jacob (‘Hell is Graduated’, p. 337); in
America, Gertrude Stein (Tender Buttons, p. 356) and William
Carlos Williams (Kora in Hell, p. 339) made poetry from the
same kind of stop-start paragraph employed to carry the
stream-of-consciousness monologue in modernist fiction; and
in China — which already had an ancient tradition of poetic
rhyme-prose, known as fu — the term ‘prose poem’ (sanwen shi)
was first used in 1918 by Liu Bannong, who translated poems by
Turgenev. (A decade later, Lu Xun’s great collection Wild Grass
(pp- 332—5) evinced the continuing influence of Baudelaire.)"
At the same time, the question persisted as to whether prose
poetry was a subject to be mentioned in polite society at all.
Oscar Wilde had made the term notorious in 1895 when, in
court, he described a letter he had written to his lover, Lord
Alfred Douglas, as a ‘prose sonnet’ (an association that later
prose poems, such as Dulce Maria Loynaz’s ‘Love Letter to
King Tutankhamun’ (p. 279), have continued). Its reputation
was not improved a generation later, when, in 1915, Aleister
Crowley, the so-called ‘wickedest man in the world’, published
translations from Paris Spleen in Vanity Fair magazine. In the
same year, one of the best-known prose poems in English, T. S.
Eliot’s ‘Hysteria’ (p. 345), made its first appearance in an anthol-
ogy edited by Ezra Pound. But even Eliot had his doubts about
the form as a critic, calling it ‘an aberration which is only justi-
fied by absolute success’ Inside his personal copy of Stuart
Merrill’s Pastels in Prose (1890), a popular anthology of French
prose poetry, he kept a clipping of a newspaper parody called
“The Latest Form of Literary Hysterics’. The title of his poem
about a man made (hysterically) anxious by a laughing woman
can, therefore, be read as an ironic comment on its own ‘bad
form’ (‘T decided that if the shaking of her breasts could be
stopped, some of the fragments of the afternoon might be

xxiii
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Introduction: The Expansion of the Prose Poem

collected’). Later, Eliot privately dismissed ‘Hysteria’ as ‘a kind
of note for a poem, but not[. . .] a poem’."?

In casting doubt on the sanity of the prose poet, Eliot
may have had in mind the infamous example of Gertrude Stein.
Once much mocked for her emphatically repetitive, under-
punctuated style, Stein now deserves to be recognized as the
most original prose poet in the English language. With the viv-
idly abstract domesticity of Tender Buttons (1914), she invented a
verbal Cubism in which household objects and foodstuffs are
evoked in enigmatically glancing ways (‘a way of naming
things that would ... mean names without naming them’),
just as the Cubist still-life broke up the solid contents of café
tables into overlapping planes.” The aftershock of Tender Buttons
was not widely felt until the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, when Stein’s sideways manner can be heard everywhere
in the experimental canon of American prose poetry, from the
wry obliquity of John Ashbery — represented here by the poems
‘For John Clare’ (p. 244) and ‘Homeless Heart™ (p. 59) — to the
kaleidoscopic autobiography of Lyn Hejinian’s My Life (p. 186)
and Clark Coolidge’s erotically textual ‘Letters’, from The Book of
During (p. 156). In such writing, Rosmarie Waldrop (p. 144) remarks,
‘the cuts, discontinuities, ruptures, cracks, fissures, holes, hitches,
snags, leaps, shifts of reference, and emptiness’ that we associate
with modernist free verse (such as Eliot’s The Waste Land)
occur, instead, ‘inside the sentence’.**

The freedom of the prose poem to follow the unmetrical
pathways of thought can also take it in the opposite direction,
towards a plainer style, imitative of speech. In this mode, the
prose poem employs the formulas and rhythms of story-telling,
with all their alluring familiarity and suspense. Among the
handful of prose poems famous enough to be anthology pieces
already are Joy Harjo’s ‘Deer Dancer’ (p. 165), which draws on
the Native American oral tradition to imagine a modern myth,

XXiv
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and Carolyn Forché’s “The Colonel’ (p. 207), which was written
after travelling to El Salvador during the country’s civil war.
“What you have heard is true’, Forché begins, before recount-
ing an almost unbelievably horrifying encounter with a
military man in simple, declarative sentences that read like an
eye-witness report. This is a poem, it seems, that has been writ-
ten in defiance of the colonel who mocks: ‘Something for your
poetry, no?’

The story-telling prose poem also lends itself to the comic
anecdote, and this has been its most popular manifestation in
America and Britain since the 1960s, under the influence of up-
the-garden-path absurdists such as Russel Edson (p. 228), James
Tate (p. 211), and Maxine Chernoff (p. 212). Prose poems in this
vein often feel like jokes that overshoot their punchlines into
something more serious. When Peter Didsbury titles his down-
beat monologue about a divorcé, a lodger and some stray dog
hairs ‘A Vernacular Tale’ (p. 206), he is studiously avoiding its
vernacular name: a shaggy dog story. To quote Cathy Wagner’s
‘Chicken’ (p. 48) in full:

A poem goes to the other side. It’s different there, but that’s not
why I wrote it. There’s all there is, in the chicken joke. Where

are you going with this.

Another kind of fabulism in which post-war poets have excelled
is the mythology of an everyday object. Foreshadowed by the
elemental meditations of Gabriela Mistral (‘In Praise of Glass’, p.
319), the prose object-poem is pioneered in French by Francis
Ponge, with his first collection, Le parti pris des choses (1942) — a
title recently translated by Joshua Corey and Jean-Luc Garneau
as Partisan of Things. Ponge employs a seemingly clean, scientific
prose to muse upon humdrum subjects (a door, a crate, rain) as
if they were the most exquisitely fascinating phenomena, with

XXV
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secret lives of their own. The punchline of a Ponge poem, how-
ever, is that words themselves are elusively alive. At the end of
his hyperreal description of ‘Rain’ (p. 298), ‘the brilliant appar-
atus’ of language evaporates into the simplest syllables: ‘it has
rained’ (‘il a plu’). Ponge’s combination of simplicity and sophis-
tication has made him the postmodern prose poet’s postmodern
prose poet, and the fine line he draws between mind and matter
can be traced through many later poems here, including James
Schuyler’s ‘Milk” (p. 246), Robert Bly’s ‘A Caterpillar’ (p. 226),
Shuntaro Tanikawa’s ‘Scissors’ (p. 224), and Brian Catling’s “The
Stumbling Block Its Index’ (p. 168), which catalogues a shape-
shifting sculpture that exists only in words (“The Stumbling
Block is a graphite font’).

The prose poem’s tendency to dwell on image over narrative
begins with the curious book that Baudelaire acknowledged as
his model: Aloysius Bertrand’s Gaspard de la Nuit (1842), a col-
lection of historical vignettes offered to the reader as the vision
of an old man who may be the Devil. Its first piece, ‘Haarlem’
(p. 408) — the last poem in the present anthology’s reverse
chronology — exemplifies the picturesque quality of Bertrand’s
work. Distilling scenes from seventeenth-century Flemish
genre painting into sentences that suspend time by omitting a
main verb, ‘Haarlem’ captures a little world in the amber of the
ongoing moment (‘And the drinkers smoking in some dark
dive, and the inn-keeper’s servant hanging up a dead pheasant
in a tavern window’). The realism of Bertrand’s prose derives
from the novel, but its haunting amplification of image — its
hanging-up of dead pheasants — leaves it in the realm of dream,
a place the prose poem has repeatedly explored. In his first
‘Manifesto of Surrealism’ (1924), André Breton cited several prose
poets among the movement's influences, including Baudelaire,
Rimbaud, Mallarmé, Reverdy, and Saint-John Perse, as well as
the wild prose nightmares of the Comte de Lautréamont’s Les
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Chants de Maldoror (1869). Breton sought to liberate the poetry
of the unconscious mind by jotting down sentences while on
the verge of sleep, a method he believed Rimbaud had also fol-
lowed.” By the 1930s, the sleeping mind was speaking in prose
poems written in many countries, from David Gascoyne in
England to George Seferis in Greece, Anzai Fuye in Japan, and
César Vallejo in Peru. In 1941, the Martiniquais poet Aimé Césaire
praised the ‘strange cities, extraordinary countrysides, twisted,
crushed, dismembered worlds’ of Rimbaud’s Illuminations as
‘the most authentic vision of the world™'* A century after the
midnight visions of Aloysius Bertrand, the prose poem bore
prophetic witness to the way that modern life itself had become

violently surreal.

II

Prosaic France passed over to poetry. And everything changed.
— Aimé Césaire”

Versification varies from language to language and its subtle-
ties are notoriously difficult to translate. One convention is
simply to accept the loss of poetic form and render verse as
prose — and one subgenre of the prose poem is to perform the
translation of an absent original, as in Allen Upward’s invented
classical Chinese poems, ‘Scented Leaves — from a Chinese
Jar’ (p. 367); Don Paterson’s mock-scholarly recollection of a
‘scrawny Orpheus’ (p. 122); or Eric Suchére’s exacting ekphrasis
of comic book panels collaged from Hergé’s Tintin adventure
The Shooting Star (p. 40). The translation of prose into prose,
however, does not so obviously require the sacrifice of formal
effects, allowing the prose poem to move with relative ease
between national traditions. This is its implicit role in Seamus
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Heaney’s ‘Fiddleheads’ (p. 89), a poem which offers itself to a
friend from Japan as a “basket’ containing a delicacy common
to both countries. As my selections have tried to show, prose
poets themselves have significantly contributed to the transla-
tion of prose poems, and thereby helped to create an
international tradition. Nor does it seem entirely coincidental
that so many Nobel Laureates should figure in the history of a
form that is uniquely cosmopolitan in its origins: Rabindranath
Tagore, Gabriela Mistral, T. S. Eliot, Juan Ramén Jiménez, Saint-
John Perse, Pablo Neruda, Eugenio Montale, Czestaw Milosz,
Wole Soyinka, Octavio Paz, Wistawa Szymborska, Tomas
Transtromer, and Heaney himself. As the American Frank
O’Hara joked of one of his own poems in the 1950s: ‘it is even
in / prose, I am a real poet™'®

Without the visual architecture of verse, the prose poem is
not immediately identifiable on the page. When read aloud,
however, it is often characterized by the kind of echoic pattern-
ing that we associate with verse, arriving at its conclusion with
a resonant neatness — what Amy Lowell, writing in defence of
her own ‘polyphonic prose’, called the ‘spherical effect’ of
poetic form.” One marker of form in the prose poem is the
drawing of a verbal circle, as in Ernest Dowson’s narcotically
languid ‘Absinthia Taetra’ (p. 376), which repeats its first line as
its last, or Barbara Guest’s unsettling film-making fantasy “The
Cough’, which calls back to its title with its last words (p. 115).
Mark Strand’s ‘Chekhov’ (p. 170) is an especially ingenious
instance of the looped monologue, repeating the same six
words at the end of its sentences according to a pattern bor-
rowed from a ‘fixed’ form of verse, the sestina. The thematic
emphasis on word choice introduced by such a conceit suggests
Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s distinction between the two modes:
‘prose = words in their best order; poetry = the best words in
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the best order’” (Gertrude Stein was getting at something simi-
lar when she said that ‘poetry has to do with vocabulary just as
prose does not’).” Less traditional constraints that enforce a
similar poetic economy include Christian Bok’s Eunoia (p. 97),
which is written in chapters that only allow themselves to use
one of the English vowels (‘Enfettered, these sentences repress
speech’); Harryette Mullen’s ‘Denigration’ (p. 99), in which every
sentence turns on a word that might be cognate with the Latin
for black (‘niger’), itself only one letter away from the unspoken
racial slur; and Peter Reading’s C (p. 195), which begins with the
speaker, having received a diagnosis of cancer, planning to
write ‘100 100-word units. What do you expect me to do —break
into bloody haiku?’ (He then does this anyway: “Verse is for
healthy / arty-farties. The dying / and surgeons use prose.’)
But if poetry is not synonymous with verse — as canonical
anthologies such as The Oxford Book of English Verse assume —
how do we define a poem at all? This question, at least, has
been answered by many authorities. ‘All good poetry’, wrote
William Wordsworth in the ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads (1802),
‘is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.” Verse
serves as a mould to a moment of emotion, shaping it to a
rhythmic pattern. Without line breaks, the prose poem is free —
like this paragraph — to extend across and down the page as far
as the printer’s margins will allow. And it is in this freedom
that we can locate the distinctive feeling to which the prose
poem gives form: expansiveness. Unchecked by metre or
rhyme, prose poetry flows by soft return from margin to mar-
gin, filling the empty field of the page, like the vision of Aloysius
Bertrand’s ‘Mason’ who, on his scaffolding above the cathedral
roof, sees further into the surrounding landscape with every
sentence, from ‘gargoyles spewing water’ to ‘a village set afire
by troops, flaming like a comet in the deep-blue sky’ (p. 406). If
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the prose poem had a motto for itself as an ideal form, waiting
to be realized, it might be from John Ashbery’s ‘For John Clare™:
“There ought to be room for more things, for a spreading out,
like” (p. 244).%

As Ashbery’s artfully banal sentence suggests, prose is a
mode of writing that allows the stylist plenty of slack. In the
critical vocabulary of everyday English we use ‘poetic’ as a term
of high praise, ‘prosaic’ to express disappointment with some-
thing unimaginative. Poetry is the beautiful ideal, prose the
unlovely real: “You campaign in poetry. You govern in prose’, as
the New York politician Mario Cuomo is reported to have said.”
The challenge for the prose poet is to undo the distinction:
to make the prosaic poetic, so that it expands a powerful feel-
ing without dissipating its force. Agha Shahid Ali (‘Return to
Harmony 3’ (p. 128)) saw this as a question of bringing the same
‘energy’ to prose as to strict forms such as the sestina and the
sonnet, ‘by making the sentence (and paragraph) rather than
the line (and stanza) the be-all and end-all of my emotion. I had
to teach myself to discard the line completely’.**

The prose poem’s genius for expansiveness is not only due to
its freedom from formal constraint, however. The linguist
Roman Jakobson distinguished the “poetic’ and ‘prosaic’ uses
of language as being dominated respectively by the figures
of metaphor (which finds resemblance between things) and
metonym (which assumes continuity between things).” Poets
are famous, of course, for ‘comparing stuff to other stuft’, in the
words of Hera Lindsay Bird (p. 9), and for Aristotle, to have mas-
tered the imaginative use of metaphor (which in Greek means
‘to carry over’) was the mark of ‘great natural ability’ in poetry.*
But the poet’s talent for noticing resemblances is a matter of the
ear as well as the eye: the verbal repetitions of versification —
alliteration, metre, rhyme — depend on similarities of sound,
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which implicitly invite us to make connections between words.
So verse itself can be considered part of poetry’s tendency to
stimulate the metaphorical movement of the mind. Prose, on
the other hand, puts one thing after another in a logical chain,
and this is why it tends to be dominated by metonym (which
means ‘change of name’). If, for example, I refer back at this
point to Jakobson’, I am using the surname as a metonym for
‘Jakobson’s theory of poetry and prose’. Metonymy is the pre-
ferred trope of the prose writer because it is unobtrusive and
efficient, a shorthand that assumes the reader’s understanding
of an abbreviated meaning. And because metonymy leads the
mind by meaning rather than metre, it subordinates the sound
of words in order to streamline the flow of sense — thus making
it the ideal figure of speech for news reports, legal documents,
and realist novels.

Virginia Woolf, a novelist intensely concerned with the
poetry of prose, saw its continuous nature as what kept it earth-
bound: ‘it rises slowly off the ground; it must be connected on
this side and on that.”” The expansiveness of feeling that char-
acterizes the prose poem is often created by a moment of
metaphor giving it a sudden lift, like the flare of the burnerina
hot-air balloon. This is what happens in the poem ‘Pulmonary
Tuberculosis’ by Katherine Mansfield, a writer best known for
her short stories, who in 1918 experimented with poems in free
verse — that is, verse with no fixed rhythm or rhyme — but
decided that the results read better when printed as a form of
‘special prose’:*®

The man in the room next to mine has the same complaint as
I. When I wake in the night I hear him turning. And then he
coughs. And I cough. And after asilence I cough. And he coughs
again. This goes on for a long time. Until I feel we are like
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two roosters calling to each other at false dawn. From far-away

hidden farms.

In the first sentence, Mansfield sets the scene with a diary-like
frankness. We are in the prosaic world of one thing next to
another: ‘the man in the room next to mine’ serves as a meto-
nym for the whole sanatorium of TB patients. The second
sentence introduces the real-time narration of night waking,
with four short sentences that imitate the lonely, arrhythmic
volleying of coughs, which — like the most tedious prose — ‘goes
on for along time’. The poetic only enters with the penultimate
sentence, which employs metaphor to imagine a deeper affin-
ity between the suffering human beings: they are transformed
into roosters’, fulfilling their animal instinct of crowing for
sunrise. The final, verbless sentence expands the landscape
from the roosters to the farms they metonymically imply,
while at the same time deepening the metaphor as a fantasy of
escape: to live on ‘far-away hidden farms’ would be the oppos-
ite of life in the sterile and crowded sanatorium.

Of course, powerful feelings of expansiveness are not in
themselves exclusive to the prose poem. Wordsworth’s sonnet
‘Composed upon Westminster Bridge, September 3, 1802’
evokes the whole of London in a single line of metonymic
compression — ‘Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples’ —
then rapturously expands this landscape with a metaphorical
double exposure of city and countryside:

Never did sun more beautifully steep

In his first splendour, valley, rock, or hill;
Ne'er saw I, never felt, a calm so deep!
The river glideth at his own sweet will:
Dear God! the very houses seem asleep;

And all that mighty heart is lying still!*
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If Wordsworth had been moved to compose his sonnet in
prose, the period covered by this anthology would itself have to
expand by almost half a century. It’s not an impossible altern-
ative history: in the ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads, published the
same year, Wordsworth argued that there was no essential dis-
tinction between the language of poetry and the language of
prose, and that the ‘more philosophical distinction” would be
between ‘Poetry and Matter of Fact, or Science’’* The idea of
the prose poem, and even the term itself, crops up in various
places before Baudelaire, including as the subtitle of one of
Edgar Allen Poe’s last published works, Eureka: A Prose Poem
(1848) — an extraordinary, unclassifiable essay, both mystical
and scientific, in which Poe seems to anticipate modern cos-
mology with his vision of an expanding universe.

The form did not come to fruition as a lyric poem, however,
until the 1850s, when Baudelaire began to write and publish,
over the course of a decade, the fifty short prose texts that
would be gathered in Paris Spleen. In the private letter to his
publisher that serves as the book’s preface, the poet asks:

Which of us has not, in his ambitious days, dreamed of the
miracle of a poetic prose, musical without rhythm and with-
out rhyme, supple enough and choppy enough to fit the soul’s
lyrical movements, the jolts of consciousness?

This obsessive ideal came to life above all by frequenting enor-

mous cities, in the intersection of their countless relationships.”

Thus the prose poem, at the moment of its birth, is associated
with two kinds of expansiveness, one private and one public,
one old and one new: the ‘lyrical impulses’ of the sensitive
soul, and the rapidly enlarging modern world, in whose cities
that soul is jostled by thousands of others every day. When
Wordsworth stood on Westminster Bridge, the population of
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London was just over one million; by 1840, it had doubled. The
same exponential growth happened in Paris over the same
period, where it was made even more visible in the 1850s by
Baron Haussmann’s sweeping programme of urban recon-
struction, which accelerated the public ‘confluence’ of Parisian
life with a web of wide new boulevards that routed the busy
lives of the affluent through the traditional neighbourhoods of
the poor, to the disturbance of both: in the bright, wide-open
spaces of Haussmann’s Paris, in Marshall Berman’s words,
‘there is no way to look away’.”?

The Baudelairean prose poem, and all its “jolts of conscious-
ness’, is a record of this historical moment: a private journal
made public, as it were, with all the violent ambivalence
towards art and humanity that Parisian life provoked in the
poet (see “The Bad Glazier’ (p. 400)). But even as lyric poetry,
in Baudelaire’s prose, expands to map the public spaces of this
new world, it is at the same time retreating into ‘the ebbs
and flows of revery’, and the private depths of feeling to be
found there. In doing so, Baudelaire combined the historical
word-painting he discovered in Gaspard de la Nuit with the
influence of two contemporary writers of hallucinatory Eng-
lish prose, Edgar Allen Poe and Thomas de Quincey, both of
whom he had translated into French. Like Bertrand in his
gothic poems, such as “The Madman’ (p. 404), de Quincey and
Poe are masters of what might be called visions of lucid dark-
ness, a paradox upon which Baudelaire’s “Windows” meditates

(p. 399):

He who looks in through an open window never sees so many
things as he who looks at a shut window. There is nothing more
profound, more mysterious, more fertile, more gloomy, or
more dazzling, than a window lighted by a candle. What we

can see in the sunlight is always less interesting than what goes
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on behind the panes of a window. In that dark or luminous hol-

low, life lives, life dreams, life suffers.

For Baudelaire, the shut window is a symbol of the “dark or
luminous” mystery of modern life itself, as relished by the
flaneur of a metropolis such as Paris, who drifts among the
nameless masses of the street seeking a gleam of insight.

Walter Benjamin characterized Baudelaire as a poet haunted
by ‘the phantom crowd of the words’, and the restless cacoph-
ony of urban life returns again and again as the raw material of
the prose poem, from the ‘blurring of horses and motors’ in
Amy Lowell’s ‘Spring Day’ (p. 346) to Cathy Park Hong’s stories
of a sleepless Chinese mega-city viewed from ‘an apartment
without its last wall’ (p. 53), and Clifton Gachagua’s urgent
enquiry into the unspoken secrets of Nairobi (‘In the old streets
I besiege a man to translate the poems on the walls’, p. 27).” In
a crowded world, the prose poem clears an imagined space for
mind-expanding revelations, whether ‘a tiny incident [ ... ]
hidden like a rare jewel in the casket of Time’, as in Rabindra-
nath Tagore’s ‘A Day’ (p. 338); a moment of ramifying horror, as
in Ott6 Orban’s ‘Chile’ (p. 223); or an overwhelming feeling of
love, as in Lisa Jarnot’s ‘Ode’ (‘the rest of the balance continu-
ing huge’, p. 107).

“The prose poem’, Rod Mengham has recently suggested, is
modernity’s response [...] to our fear of the receding horizon
[ ...]itis the circle we draw around our interactions with the
world.”* However much the apocalyptic landscape of a prose
poem reveals, more remains out of sight. As the critic Nikki
Santilli has written, prose poetry resonates with ‘the absences
that it accommodates’.”” ‘T alone know the plan of this savage
sideshow’, teases Rimbaud in the final, standalone sentence of
‘Sideshow’ (p. 388). Prose poems love to hint that they are
themselves metaphorical unveilings of their own elusive
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nature: Tam dapper and elegant; I move with great precision,
cleverly managing all my smaller yellow claws. I believe in the
oblique, the indirect approach’, reflects Elizabeth Bishop’s
‘Strayed Crab’ (p. 256), slyly punning on the prose poet’s own
means of sideways travel: the clause. As David Lehman
observes in his anthology of Great American Prose Poems (2003),
certain ideas inevitably recur whenever a critic attempts to pin
down the paradoxical nature of the form: ‘it will be noted
approvingly,” for example, ‘that the prose poem blurs bound-
aries’*® The prose poem, however, is the wittiest theorist of its
own liminality, inviting us to see the ambivalence of identity as
the way of the world: ‘Me and Molly, that’s M and M, melt in
your mouth’, writes Thylias Moss in her poem about physically
inseparable teenage girls who eventually give birth to each
other (p. 161); ‘the material of her actual body is loosely knit as
steam or a colored gas|[ . . .Jand is very close to emotion’, muses
Mei-mei Berssenbrugge of one of her happily freeform ‘Fairies’
(p. 38); ‘Reason is Spirit’, claims Hegel, but according to Anne
Carson this is not so much a statement of fact as a sentence in
which two words ‘tenderly mingle in speculation’ (p. 5).

Baudelaire’s belief that poetic prose might articulate the
modern experience of ‘the intersection’ of different lives con-
tinues to inform its contemporary ambitions. One of the most
original exponents of the prose poem currently at work in Brit-
ain, Vahni Capildeo (p. 7), has reflected on how her Trinidadian
childhood experience of religious ritual informs her openness
to the possibilities of mixed form. At Deepavali, the family gar-
age and part of the house would be transformed into a ritual
space, with lamps lit and Sanskrit chanted, leading to ‘other
mixings: of space, and of language™:

I see no problem, I take delight, within the space of the page, in
crossing from mundane to heightened, elaborated, even opaque
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codes, registers, allusions. [. . .] To this experience I can trace
my instinctive revolt against such terms as ‘line break’, ‘white
space’ or ‘margins of silence’. Without meaning to, I developed

a poetics of reverberation and minor noise.

This attitude and practice, Capildeo reflects, ‘may indeed have
a politics, as well as a poetics, belonging to a modernity rooted
in ways of life still not considered safe, polite or relevant to
admit to the canon’” As Marguerite S. Murphy puts it in her
study of the form from Wilde to Ashbery, the prose poem
embodies, among other paradoxes, a ‘tradition of subversion’.**
Over time it has attained sufficient respectability to be studied,
prized, anthologized. But ever since Baudelaire’s dream of a
form ‘musical without rhythm or rhyme’ rejected the strict
conventions of classical French verse, the prose poem’s free-
dom to expand on any subject, and in any style, has attracted
poets wanting to challenge restrictions imposed upon them —
powerfully so, in the case of Wole Soyinka’s ‘Chimes of Silence’
(p. 233), which was mentally composed while he was a political
prisoner in solitary confinement.” If the prose poem’s form is
ad hoc, then so is its politics. The spirit of lyrical dissent that
informs Paris Spleen returns, for example, in Fenton Johnson’s
monologue “Tired’ (p. 342), which is spoken by an African-
American who is ‘tired of building up somebody else’s
civilisation’; in Kim Hyesoon’s ‘Seoul’s Dinner’ (p. 124), which
liberates the descriptive appetite of prose in defiance of the
decorum expected of the South Korean ydryu siin, or female
poet (‘I let the snow collect, then shove it into my mouth’);*
and in Sean Bonney’s ‘Letter Against the Firmament’ (p. 20), a
gnostic invective against the rhetoric of the British politician
Iain Duncan Smith (‘that talking claw”).

‘If prose is a house, poetry is a man on fire running quite fast
through it’ (Anne Carson).” Far from becoming a literary party
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trick, the twenty-first-century prose poem seems full of energy
to discover what emergencies it can cause next. Some contem-
porary poets continue to employ fragmentary prose as a prism
through which to refract the ‘crystalline jumble’ of modernity
(to use John Ashbery’s exquisite phrase from the preface to his
translation of Rimbaud’s Illuminations).*> Others, however, are
drawn to prose for the poetry of plain statement; what Vivek
Naryanan calls, in his ‘Ode to Prose’, ‘the only heart we can trust
if only because it beat so firmly’* The precise, documentary
prose of a poet such as Claudia Rankine, for example — whose
most recent books, Don’t Let Me Be Lonely (2004) and Citizen (2014),
are both subtitled ‘An American Lyric’ — evinces an ambition
to rewrite literary tradition that recalls the radical claim
made two centuries ago by Wordsworth, when, in Lyrical
Ballads, he presented ‘incidents and situations drawn from
common life’ in ‘language really used by men’* This anthol-
ogy aims to capture something of the same moment of change
and renewal in contemporary writing, as the prose poem dis-
solves and reforms along the same horizon that enraptured
Baudelaire’s ‘stranger’ on the first page of his Little Poems in
Prose: ‘the clouds that pass . .. over there ... the marvellous
clouds!” (p. 397)

On the Selection and Organization

Brevity has been associated with the prose poem ever since
Baudelaire modestly acknowledged his own inventions as
‘petit’. In my selection, I have also tried to represent the prose
poem in its lengthier manifestations as an extended sequence,
but I have refrained from excerpting longer works that have
not obviously been composed in readily separable units (such
as the book-length ‘lyric essay’, which is increasingly being
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recognized as a contemporary form in its own right). I have
also not tried to represent related traditions of mixed form,
such as the haibun and the prosimetrum, which juxtapose
prose and verse in order to make poetry from the tension
between the two. My main rule of thumb has been only to
include things that have already been published as poetry; to
quote Michael Benedikt, editor of an earlier anthology of the
form, these are poems ‘self-consciously written in prose’.* This
does, I realize, beg the question of definition, and raises the
possible answer that — as Jorge Luis Borges suggested — poetry
is in the eye of the reader (‘a passage read as though addressed
to the reason is prose; read as though addressed to the imagin-
ation, it might be poetry”).*® It is also, I realize, unsatisfactory
from the point of view of literary history: what comprehensive
critical account of the poetic resources of modern prose could
leave out, for example, the work of Samuel Beckett, James
Joyce, or Virginia Woolf? But that way an infinite anthology
lies. The secret poetry of prose can be uncovered even in popu-
lar fiction, as Margaret Atwood’s ‘In Love with Raymond
Chandler’ (p. 154) demonstrates, wittily rewriting noir realism
as erotic languor. The published-as-poetry principle has also
kept me away, with regret, from the neighbouring fields of
short and flash fiction, despite the evident family resemblances
here. I have also on the whole chosen poems over poets, with
only a few notable figures represented by more than one
selection.

My reading has been concentrated on Anglophone poetry
published in the United Kingdom and the United States, which
has inevitably placed a limit on its internationalism. But one
guiding principle was also to find prose poems in which it seemed
as though something new was being presented to readers in dif-
ferent times and places, and I have tried, where translations
were available — from Arabic, Bengali, Chinese, Czech, Danish,
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Dutch, French, German, Greek, Hebrew, Hindi, Hungarian,
Icelandic, Italian, Japanese, Korean, Polish, Russian, Spanish,
Swedish — to give at least a glimpse of the global variety of
prose poetry over the last century. Once these various histories
began to flow together in one channel, there seemed to be little
meaningful way to part them, which led me to adopt a simple
tripartite division of chronology. Everything from Bertrand
and Baudelaire to 1945 I have gathered under the heading ‘mod-
ern’, on the grounds that the prose poem originates and
develops at the same time as many of the other founding inven-
tions of modernity: the railway, photography, the daily news (a
number of Baudelaire’s prose poems first appeared as ‘feuille-
tons’, short literary items for newspaper readers). My next
broad umbrella, ‘postmodern’, is a term which, like ‘prose
poetry’, has been employed as often as it has been found un-
satisfactorily capacious. For practical purposes, I have taken it
to cover the second half of the twentieth century, a period
when all the arts were in self-conscious conversation with the
modernists who invented so many new forms of artistic expres-
sion between the 19108 and the 1930s. By cutting off the
postmodern at 1999, I don’t mean to imply that a new literary
period neatly began at the start of the new century. But there
was undoubtedly a surge of interest in the prose poem around
this time, which can be partly attributed to the rise of the defin-
ing invention of our own era — the internet — as a forum
for literary experiment and exchange, and the evolution of
new daily forms of prose such as the email, the blog, and the
tweet.

All poems have been presented in fully justified paragraphs
divided by a single line break, with other distinctive aspects of
formatting (such as the hanging indent) preserved where found
in the original printing of the text. Where possible, I have used
the first book publication for the dating of poems, and the
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chronology of the book has been ordered in reverse so as to fore-
ground the importance of the present moment in the history of
the form.
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The End of Days

after Anselm Kiefer & for Elena Lydia Scipioni

A snake with honey-coloured eyes survived and told what had
happened:

In our burning fields, Yesterday drew me with the spittle of its
mouth on a charred wall, like a blackboard in front of frightened
pupils. Thus you saw in me the image of my father, throwing my
last pennies into the fountain of death, then sewing the buttons of
his oil-green coat in the furrows of mud where you had planted
seeds, arranged in the form of words, and they grew and blossomed
when light rained down, warm as remorse, and again blood was
made to flow on the palms of the earth. Canes grew high as poplars
and we broke them to roof our refuge, and we jumped over our
vein-streams to swim in our first sky. We fertilised our language
with our debris. Mountains had become ripe heads for the fists of
the sky and the slopes cheeks we ran down like melted ice, and at
every point where the disappeared had fallen an unattainable
flower sprang up, or a burning matchstick flickered before a school-
boy could close his mouth over it to put out the flame — as he hurries
to do his homework on forgetting fear.

We will remember for a long time how we were before this
harvest. Each of us will visit his own grave, carrying a whip on
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