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The Prose Poem and the (Short) Short Story: 


Russell Edson and the Fabulist School





Let us, for a start, consider the following piece published in a recent anthology of prose poems:





	Even before he put on the old sweater his first wife had given him, he was thinking of the leaves. How they were two piles. How he had been careful to arrange them in some kind of order, the wettest on the top, dryer leaves in the middle, the driest on the bottom. He bent, cupped his hand against the wind, lit the match and held it as close to the bottom as he could reach, then stood up and moved away. Leaning against the rake he watched the curve of smoke, how the wind came over the yard like some invisible hand, swirling the smoke into his face. And he began thinking of himself as a kind of leaf, wished himself removed from his own body, so that he might drift down through the air onto the fire, spread himself like a leaf over the flames. He stood motionless, watching the leaf of his own body disintegrate, a man gone up in smoke, drifting off through his own yard, his own trees, leaving his own ground, past his front door, through each room, sifting into the clothes of his wife and daughter, knowing, when they rose in the morning they would scent the smell of his old skin, a body turned inside out, something loose in the air, something a daughter might dream, visions of her father moving off like smoke through trees.


(Myers 17)





	Michael Delp's "Burning" is only one among many recent prose poems with what can be called a strong narrative line. It does not indeed limit itself to describing a particular moment, object, landscape or detail, but contains a number of nonlyric or nonmeditative elements accounting for the protagonist's concrete movements and actions. Moreover, the use of the past tense draws it further away from any strictly poetic tradition towards the familiar conventions of the third-person fictional narrative. If one had to ascertain its degree of "poeticalness," in the largest sense of the word, or any other feature which would justify its being written, labeled and received as a "prose poem," one would almost automatically be tempted to underline some of its lyric attributes. One could argue, for instance, that Delp's prose entry, despite its narrative elements, originates in an essentially subjectivist impulse--that of the protagonist's "thinking" himself into a burning leaf--which contributes to an interiorization of the narrative into a kind of dream-vision (an aspect hinted at in the last sentence of the poem). Other interpretations of the poem's poetico-lyric aspects could foreground the presence of a central imagistic or emotional motif--the leaf or the idea of "burning"--whose metaphorical resonance eventually supplants the concrete meaning of the narrative. One could also propose that the languid, incremental flow of the last sentence and the repetition of "how" and "something" give the entry a rhythmic, quasi-prosodic quality. However, none of these attributes of vertical, metaphorical lyricalness (which one usually opposes to the allegedly metonymic horizontality of narrative) can be said to pertain exclusively to the prose poem, as they are found, in different degrees, in all literary genres. Finally, if one is bound to acknowledge that "Burning" could have been part of a longer prose narrative like a short story or a novel, then the only intrinsic quality which distinguishes it from a work of fiction is precisely its limited narrative scope and, ultimately, its length (less than two-hundred and fifty words) which is well below the usual length of a short story. This particular kind of narrative prose poem only deals with one or two specific narrative moments, visions or fragments which, like Barthes' "novelistic" Incidents and Joyce's vignettes in Giacomo Joyce, would constitute only one element of a larger fictional whole. One could therefore describe this kind of narrative sketch as a very short narrative piece resisting the metonymic expansiveness of fictional or "novelistic" narrative and compensating for it through a heightened use of metaphoric structures. Still, even if one suscribes to this somewhat tentative "definition," the difference remains one of degree, not kind.








On the Edge of Genre: Prose Poems, Short Stories and Short Shorts





	Such an ex negativo definition of the prose poem based on an appraisal of the scope of its "narrative expansiveness" bears strong similarities with numberless attempts by short story critics to differentiate the short story from other longer narrative genres, and the novel, in particular. Charles May, for instance, has claimed that the reason for the shortness of the short story is that it tends to deal with a particular incident or a brief kind of experience, usually leading to a moment of revelation or "epiphany" which constitutes the sequential and emotional crux of the story. As Norman Friedman has rightly pointed out, however, while many short stories indeed meet those criteria, May's theory does not account for the many short stories--or, as we will see, "narrative" prose poems--not centered on a particular epiphanic revelation (22-23). Other critics, like Mary Rohrberger, have attempted, more or less successfully, to solve this problem by postulating the existence of two kinds of short fiction narratives, the "simple" or nonepiphanical narrative and the "short story proper:"





	My own distinction between the simple narrative (I don't like the term, but have difficulties with all the others, too) and the short story proper is founded mainly on the presence or absence of symbolic sub-structures. Both categories partake of the qualities of unity and coherence; but in the simple narrative interest lies primarily on surface level. There are no mysteries to be solved, no depths to be plumbed. Meaning is apparent, easily articulated and accomplished by simple ironic reversals. This kind of "plot" story, "character" story, or "setting" story is mainly representational and linear. Readers experience an immediate feeling of satisfaction in completion of the form. The short story, on the other hand, leaves readers with a set of emotions that cannot be easily sorted; readers are often confused as to meanings and find it almost impossible to state them. In this kind of story, reader satisfaction must be postponed until questions presented by the symbolic substructures are answered. In this way the short story makes of readers cocreators, active participants in the revelation of meaning, and it is in this interaction that satisfaction ultimately rests.


(43)





	Rohrberger's tentative definition of the "complex" short story and her half-derogatory dismissal of the "simple" "'plot' story, 'character' story, or 'setting' story" clearly privilege the metaphorical as opposed to the metonymic content of the short fiction narrative. Once again, her insistence on symbolic "depth" and the "revelation" of a seemingly ineffable "meaning" makes it akin to May's characterization of the genre as a narrative developing around and towards a moment of insight or an epiphany. Another problematic limitation of Rohrberger's "depth" vs. "surface" and "passive" vs. "active" dichotomies (and one that applies to all [semi-]prescriptive generic features) is that those generic and sub-generic categories themselves can be extremely elusive and will bear different connotations according to the text or genre to which they are applied. Significantly enough, Rohrberger does not mention a single example of a "simple narrative" liable to be mistaken for a short story in the strict sense. While her definition of the short story as a short narrative laden with "symbolic substructures" is flexible enough to include many texts not usually associated with the genre (including the parable and the fairy tale), her focus on the "readerly" aspect of what she terms "the short story proper" excludes a number of more "realist" short stories with a strong linear, metonymic drive in which the reader is arguably as active as any other in the creation of meaning (the detective or mystery short story immediately comes to mind).


	Eileen Baldeshwiler's account of two "related developments" in the history of the modern short story--an "epical" and a "lyrical" trend--is arguably a more convincing theory than Rohrberger's, and certainly a more useful one in the context of our exploration of the relationship between the short story and the narrative prose poem. The larger group of narratives," says Baldeschwiler, "is marked by external action developed syllogistically through characters fabricated mainly to forward plot, culminating in a decisive ending that sometimes affords a universal insight, and expressed in the serviceably inconspicuous language of prose realism." "The other segment of stories," which, she argues, "concentrates on internal changes, moods, and feelings, utilizing a variety of structural patterns depending on the shape of the emotion itself, relies for the most part on the open ending, and is expressed in the condensed, evocative, often figured language of the poem" (203).1 Baldeschwiler later proceeds to trace back the tradition of the "lyric" short story to the sketches of Ivan Turgenev's A Sportsman's Notebook and the short stories of Anton Chekhov. She then attempts to follow its development in the work of English and American disciples, such as A. E. Coppard, Katherine Mansfield, D.H. Lawrence, Virginia Woolf, Sherwood Anderson, Conrad Aiken, Katherine Ann Porter and John Updike. Just like Turgenev and Chekhov, all the contemporary authors considered by Baldeschwiler write short stories which deal with "small, emotionally laden situations from the point of view of two or three characters" (205) and in which "the locus of narrative art has moved from external action to internal states of mind" (206). The mechanisms of the traditional epic or "cause-and-effect" narrative are therefore inverted, as the story-line is now subordinate to and, so to speak, put at the service of the psychological complexities and emotional fluctuations of the protagonist's inner life. Baldeschwiler's distinction clearly draws the inward, psychological and "epiphanical" landscape of Michael Delp's dream-vision towards the internal narrative of the lyric short story.


	By bringing forward two dimensions of narrative, the one vertical (internal or metaphorical), the other horizontal (external or metonymical), Baldeschwiler's survey of the history of the short story seems to solve the problem of the lyric vs. narrative dyad. Her theory, however, also has a number of limitations. She, too, uses elusive categories (like, for instance, the "emotional" content of particular narrative moment) which do not let themselves easily be turned into the unequivocal criteria which would validate her apparently crystal-clear classification of the modern short story into two separate "trends." Similarly, her equation of lyricism with open-endeness is also open to argument. If many of, say, Katherine Mansfield's stories culminate in an epiphanical, and relatively open-ended, emotional resolution, what do we then make of the great majority of short stories which, like George Orwell's "Shooting an Elephant" or Alan Sillitoe's "The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner," combine a strong external narrative drive and a concern with internal states of mind, and whose conceptual core is therefore neither confined to "plot" nor to "lyric" emotional climaxes? Since Baldeschwiler's article is entirely devoted to the "lyric" short story and does not mention a single example of strictly "external" narratives, one wonders, also, whether she is implying that any short story not written by one of the writers cited above belongs to the epic category. Clearly, the "syllogistic" and the "lyric" short story are two different poles between which any short story (or any other kind of narrative) constantly wavers, rather than two clearly-defined groups. As we will see, Baldschwiler's criteria, once translated into degrees of external "narrativeness" and internal "lyricalness" present in any literary work whether it is labeled as "fiction" or as "poetry," also apply to the difference between the (short) short story and the prose poem.








Lyric Narratives and Anti-Realism





Baldeshwiler's distinction is clearly based on the same criterion of epiphanical revelation, specificity of focus and "unity of effect" which led Charles May, and many other short story critics before and after him, to dissociate the genre from the tradition of the so-called "realist" narrative. "In the short story," says May, "a fictional character may seem to act according to the conventions of verisimilitude and plausibility; however, since the shortness of the form prohibits the realistic presentation of character by extensive metonymic detail, and since the history of the short tale is one in which a character confronts a crucial event or crisis rather than develops over time, the very form and tradition of short fiction militate strongly against the central conventions of realism" ("Metaphoric" 66). Anaïs Nin's "Through the Streets of My Own Labyrinth" is a typical "borderline" case between the (short) short story and the prose poem, and a seemingly tailor-made one for an application of Baldeschwiler's theories on the "lyrical" short story:





	Landing at Cadiz I saw the same meager palm trees I had carefully observed when I was eleven years old and passing through on my way to America. I saw the Cathedral I had described minutely in my diary, I saw the city in which women do not go out very much; the city I said I would never live in because I liked independence. When I landed in Cadiz I found the palm trees, the Cathedral, but not the child I was.


	The last vestiges of my past were lost in the ancient city of Fez, which was so much like my own life, with its tortuous streets, its silences, secrecies, its labyrinths and its covered faces.


	In the city of Fez I became aware that the little demon which devoured me for twenty years, the little demon which I fought for twenty years, had ceased eating me.  


	I was at peace walking through the streets of Fez, absorbed by a world outside of myself, by a past which was no longer my past, by sicknesses one could touch and name and see, visible sickness, leprosy and syphilis.


	I walked with the Arabs, chanted and prayed with them to a god who ordained acceptance. I shared their resignation.


	With them I crouched in stillness, lost myself in streets without issues--the streets of my desires; forgot where I was going, to sit by the mud-colored walls listening to the copper workers hammering copper trays, watching the dryers dipping their silk in rainbow-colored pails.


	Through the streets of my labyrinth I walked in peace at last, strength and weakness welded in the Arab eyes by the dream. The blunders I made lay like the refuse on the doorsteps and nourished the flies. The places I did not reach were forgotten because the Arab on his donkey or on naked feet walked forever between the walls of Fez as I shall walk forever between the walls and fortresses of my diary. The failures were inscriptions on the walls, half effaced by time, and with the Arabs I let the ashes fall, the old flesh die, the inscriptions crumble. I let the cypresses alone watch the dead in their tombs. I let the madnesses be tied in chains as they tie their madmen. I walk with them to the cemetery not to weep, but carrying colored rugs and bird cages for a feast of talk with friends--so little does death matter, or disease, or tomorrow. The Arabs dream, crouching, fall asleep chanting, beg, pray, with never a cry of rebellion; night watchmen, sleeping on the doorsteps in their soiled burnooses; little donkeys bleeding from maltreatment. Pain is nothing, pain is nothing here; in mud and hunger, everything is dreamed. The little donkey--my diary burdened with my past--with small faltering steps is walking to the market . . .


(71-72)





	Like many of Nin's short stories, "Through the Streets of My Own Labyrinth" supplies no or little "realistic" or contextual information about the I-narrator, who seems to exist mainly by reference to the complex emotional mosaic of her dream-vision. Here, Baldeschwiler's criterion of inwardness for the "lyric" narrative appears literalized by the poem's central metaphor, that of the labyrinth and its relationship with personal experience and memory. Again, what makes Nin's story "poetic" is not so much its style as the gradual subsumption of the narrative under the pressure of a central allegorical motif, as the "story" as such becomes that of the correspondences between the exterior space of the narrative and the interior space of the lyric "I." The dominance of the lyric mode is further reinforced in the last paragraph, when it becomes clear that the metaphor of the labyrinth also stands for the "walls and fortresses" of the narrator's diary, one of Nin's favorite narrative forms, and one that is recurrent in many recent prose poems and short short stories. The status of Nin's story as a piece of "private" writing further foregrounds the act of writing in an "interior" space over what it is supposed to "tell" us. The melancholy, almost incantatory diction of the narrative also makes it resemble an elegy, another genre in which the expression of personal feelings prevails over the story told. Lastly, the very shortness of the entry prevents the development of an extensive metonymic and diachronic narrative line and lends itself, instead, to the expression of successive moments of vertical intensity. We will see that this resistance of the (short) short narrative against the "realist" narrative tradition also reaches a climax--although in a totally different way from Nin's short story--in the playful idiosyncracies of the neo-Surrealist "fabulators" examined later in this chapter. In the works of Russell Edson and Michael Benedikt, for instance, the reassuring, one-to-one representational relationships of the realist tradition are systematically flouted by the triumph of imagination over material reality, of discourse over content. Like most writers of lyric short stories and many other representatives of the contemporary prose poem in English, the fabulist prose poets also favor a certain conception of "inwardness," as well as the use of a nonrealistic, often surreal or dream-like narrative.


	Although the criterion of inwardness of the "internal" narrative remains applicable to many "narrative" prose poems and short stories most readers would agree on calling "lyrical," a definition aimed at distinguishing between narrative genres by virtue of, for instance, their imagistic, metaphorical or, more largely, "poetic" content should not imply a denial of the existence of lyrical elements in any narrative, whether it is labeled as a short story, a prose poem, a novel, a novella, a fairy tale or a parable. Among other things, such an arbitrary delimitation would involve shoving the "lyric short stories" of Anton Chekhov, Sherwood Anderson, Katherine Mansfield or Anaïs Nin into yet another generic rag-bag--to say nothing of the "poetic novel" (whether in the form of "novels in verse," from Alexander Pushkin's Eugene Onegin to Vikram Seth's The Golden Gate, or fiction with a high degree of metaphorical content) or the many relatively self-contained "purple patches" to be found in the fiction of Virginia Woolf, William Faulkner, James Joyce and in numberless contemporary works of fiction.








Short Shorts





An attempt to distinguish between the prose poem and the recent "new" genres of the "short short story" or "sudden fiction" would amount to skating on an even thinner ice. Like the so-called "narrative" prose poem, the "short short story" generally appears as a further reduction of the thematic and narrative scope of the traditional short story, either in the form of an "internal" narrative or of a "plot" restricted to a single anecdote or "incident." In a recent anthology of "short shorts," Irving Howe differentiates the "ordinary short story" (whose length he gauges as ranging between three and eight thousand words) from the short short (whose outer length limit he sets at twenty-five hundred words) on the ground of their respective formal and thematic development. While the short story, says Howe, still admits some development of action, theme and character, the short short is based on "the barest, briefest incident" and presents "human figures in a momentary flash" and "in archetypal climaxes which define their mode of existence." "Situation," Howe argues, "tends to replace character, representative condition to replace individuality" (x). In emphasizing the opposition between lyrico-epiphanic immediacy and epic extension, Howe's argumentation clearly rests on the same criteria used above to distinguish between the "lyric" and the "metonymic" short story. But the dissolution or, rather, the aborted realization of individuality and "character" as a result of the extreme shortness of the story is Howe's own contribution to the various debates on lyric vs. narrative genres discussed so far:





	Consider Ernest Hemingway's "A Clean, Well-Lighted Place." What do we know, or need to know, about the man who sits in the café piling up saucers? Next to nothing about his past, very little about his future. What we do know, unforgettably, is the wracking loneliness and lostness of his life in the present.


	Or consider Octavio Paz's "The Blue Bouquet." We know almost nothing about the man threatened with the loss of his eyes, since the crux of the story is not biography but confrontation--that moment of danger in which the man finds himself, a moment such as any of us could experience. Faced with that danger, he loses whatever fragment of individuality he may have for us, and all that matters is the color of his eyes.


	In both Hemingway's and Paz's miniature masterpieces, circumstance eclipses character, fate crowds out individuality, an extreme condition serves as emblem of the universal. 


(x)





	Howe's insistence on transindividual "situations" and "archetypal climaxes" definitely draws the short short story genre away from the heightened emotional intimism of Delp's "Burning" and Nin's "Through the Streets of My Own Labyrinth" towards the impersonality of allegorical narratives. As a result of its universal quality, Howe's short short indeed "often approaches the condition of a fable" projecting "not the sort of impression of life we expect in most fiction, but something else: an impression of an idea of life" (xi-xii).2 This "universalizing" tendency put aside, one of the main features which emerge from Howe's description of the short short is the disappearance of the protagonist of the story, at least in the traditional sense: what remains is a semi-allegorical content or, sometimes, a voice. W. S. Merwin's "The Reaper" is one among many short short "fable- or parable-like" narratives published in the last thirty years in volumes or anthologies of prose poems:





	The harvest was over. Even the scythe had not been mine. I had nowhere to go.


	In the evening I found a young woman lying on the ground like a sheaf of wheat, radiant and silent. When I bent over her she was watching me, smiling.


	I carried her into an empty house among the trees; Next to the kitchen there was a room with a bed and a colored quilt. I put her there and stood between two sources of light, and the room was brighter than the day outside.


	She is helpless. She cannot speak. I will take care of her.


	It is her house. I learned that from a woman who came to the door almost at once, and called to her, and tried to trick me, charm me, frighten me, get rid of me. Old and poisonous. When at last she went away, she left, under the bushes by the house, a rabbit from the mown fields, that pretends to be dead, to be half-skinned, to have no eyelids, so that it can watch what I do.


	It has watched me before. I will not leave.


	When I shut my eyes I see the wheat.


(28)





	The different aspects in which contemporary prose poets have reclaimed the parable form and made it their own will be dealt with later on in this chapter. Suffice it to say, at this stage, that Merwin's "The Reaper" emerges in many ways as a compromise between the impersonal didacticism of the parable (here signalled, for instance, by the figure of the Reaper) and the intimacy of the lyric mode. The final vision of the poem suggests that the lyric I still manages to survive the parabolic mode, albeit half-smothered by the allegorical strain of the narrative.








Labeling and Publishing Circumstances





The different generic delimitations and modal definitions considered so far are based on a number of intrinsic formal features paradoxically shared, at least to some extent, by all narrative and nonnarrative genres. This brings us back to the issue of the relationship between the lyric short story and the prose poem. If one refers, for instance, to the quality of lyric intensity Charles May, Susan Lohafer and many other short story critics see as characteristic of the short story as opposed to longer narrative genres, the narrative prose poem (or the "lyric short short") should theoretically indicate a further distillation of the epiphanical core of the (lyric) short story. Alberto Moravia's definition of the short story, while largely subscribing to the usual criteria of specificity of focus, inwardness and epiphanical intensity, posits an interesting spectrum of "short-storiness" on a scale of narrative expansiveness versus lyric concentration whose opposite poles are the novel and the prose poem: "A definition of the short story as a distinct and autonomous literary genre, with its own special rules and laws, may well be impossible, for, among other things, the short story has an even wider sweep than the novel. It extends from the French-style récit, or long short story, whose characters and situations are almost those of a novel, down to the prose poem, the sketch and the lyrical fragment" (147).          


	Moravia, who avoids resorting to prescriptive modal or generic categories, has the merit of offering a method by which to measure the degree of presence of generic features in a particular work. According to Moravia's Marxist interpretation of literary genres, the novel is the site of a "dialectical and necessary development" of "ideological" themes. The short story, in contrast, deals with "nonideological characters of whom we get foreshortened and tangential glimpses in accord with the needs of an action limited in time and place." A further limitation of the diachronic and dialectic development of the narrative structure is likely to alter the generic status of the short story: when the "very simple plot" which characterizes the genre disappears, the short story, Moravia argues, becomes a prose poem (150).


	Because of its brevity and its extremely restricted linear or syntagmatic dimension, the prose poem logically invites the reader to focus on its "vertical" or paradigmatic dimension. Examples of the superior "verticality" of the prose poem can include a higher degree of metaphorical, lyric or allegorical content (as in many prose poems displaying strong affinities with the genre of the journal entry, the meditation, the dream-narrative or the parable) or, as we will see, a renewed attention to the very language or discourse that brings it into being. Despite the usefulness of the theories examined so far, however, the publishing circumstances of each genre are often constitutive of their "genericness," and many pieces labeled as "short short stories" would not be out of place had they appeared in a poetry magazine publishing "prose poems," and vice-versa.3 In this respect, one should not underestimate the impact of generic labels and statuses on the strategies developed by the reader in order to understand or respond to a particular work. While a reader presented with a work labeled as "prose poem" is more likely to read for vertical attributes of poeticity, the same reader faced with a similar text labeled as a "(short) short story" may be led to pay more attention to its sequential or "horizontal" aspects. In other words, the same piece of writing can be assigned different hermeneutic priorities and read as a short short story or a prose poem.


	The issue of the labeling and publishing "situation" of short narrative genres becomes even clearer if we consider the following piece published by David Ignatow in Michael Benedikt's The Prose Poem: An International Anthology:





	I paused in my car at a street corner before entering a broad, busy road, looked in both directions for traffic and then eased into the road ahead of distant, oncoming cars, a warm feeling of accomplishment that once more I had entered the stream of things to become part of America, on the go. When I reached my house and entered I slid back into a chair and felt stranded, forgotten and apart in my own home.


("The Driver" [471])





	As was the case with Michael Delp's "Burning" and Anais Nin's "Through the Streets of My Own Labyrinth," no intrinsic feature distinguishes Ignatow's "poem" from even a fairly conventional passage excerpted from a novel or short story. Its style is certainly not more "poetical," its mode not more lyrical than that of most first-person narratives, and the use of the past tense--as opposed to the continuous present of, say, a lot of prose poems of the "Deep Image" trend (see Chapter 4)--definitely relates it more to the history of fiction writing than to that of the contemporary prose poem. Still, the very fact that it is presented and labeled as a prose poem may lead us to privilege a number of potentially "poetical" or metaphorical features, including the possible "lyric" quality of the I-narrative or the epiphanical or allegorical meaning of the narrator's sense of "being part of America" and, later, feeling "forgotten and apart in [his/her] own home." Similarly, the structural "autonomy" of the prose poem format tends to give its ending a certain sense of closure, although most readers would agree that Ignatow's "entry," despite its status as a self-contained unit, induces us to ponder over what comes before and after the story of "The Driver."


	Finally, the issue of the length of the prose poem is a highly debatable one. It echoes a number of attempts to define the suitable size of other narrative genres, including the short story. If one is here reminded of Poe's famous dictum on the specificity of focus and the "unity of effect" of the short story and his definition of the genre as a work short enough to be read at a single sitting, the potential length of the short story is more generally defined as ranging from a few pages to such middle-length works or "novellas" as Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness or Henry James' The Turn of the Screw. By contrast, the great majority of the works currently labeled as prose poems (as we will see, the "New Prose Poem" of the Language poets, with its notion of the paragraph as a quantitative unit, is a notable exception) range from a few lines to a little less than one or two pages and, therefore, tend to follow an even shorter format than Howe's "short short." Despite the arbitrariness and the apparent pointlessness of such classifications, the length of both the narrative prose poem and "sudden fiction" pieces as opposed to longer forms like the short story or the novel is itself a feature which conditions the way the text is going to be approached and received. Readers know they will be able to read a prose poem in a very short time and are therefore likely to "metaphorize" metonymic sequences or, more simply, to pay more attention to each word, sentence or image than they would were they engaged in reading a novel. Thence the popularity of miniaturistic descriptions among many practitioners of the prose poem and the sense of stylistic and emotional "intimacy" which, as Bly puts it, enables one to "stay close to the senses for half a page." As the reader's attention allows itself to explore each individual word or sentence in a leisurely fashion (a reading condition advocated by representatives of the prose poem as antipodal as Robert Bly and Ron Silliman), the function of detail becomes a crucial category of composition. In many works examined in this study, miniaturism, whether of the descriptive or sequential kind (the detail and the incident, respectively) is the raison d'être of both the narrative and the lyric core of the poem.








Parabolists and Fabulators





Russell Edson and the Poetry of the Absurd





Russell Edson first began publishing prose poems in the early 1960s, at a time when the genre was hardly arousing any interest in either poets or critics in the United States.4 Since then, Edson has undoubtedly become one of the best-known American representatives of the genre. His influence on the work of numerous younger prose poets was highly decisive, as was his personal "contribution" to the history of the narrative prose poem in English: the neo-Surrealist, absurdist "fable:"5





	In a nursery a mother can't get her baby out of its cradle. The baby, it has turned to wood, it has become part of its own cradle.


	The mother, she cries, tilting, one foot raised, as if in flight for the front door, just hearing her husband's car in the driveway; but can't, the carpet holds her . . .


	Her husband, he hears her, he wants to rush to her, but can't, the door of the car won't open . . .





	The wife, she no longer calls, she has been taken into the carpet, and is part of it; a piece of carpet in the shape of a woman tilted, one foot raised as if to flight.





	The husband, he no longer struggles towards his wife. As if he sleeps he has been drawn into the seat of his car; a man sculptured in upholstery.





	In the nursery the wooden baby stares with wooden eyes into the last red of the setting sun, even as the darkness that forms in the east begins to join the shadows of the house; the darkness that rises out of the cellar, seeping out from under furniture, oozing from the cracks in the floor . . . The shadow that suddenly collects in the corner of the nursery like the presence of something that was always there . . .


("The Terrible Angel" [Intuitive 5])





	One of the typical "recipes" for this particular kind of prose poem involves a modern everyman who suddenly tumbles into an alternative reality in which he loses control over himself, sometimes to the point of being irremediably absorbed--both figuratively and literally--by his immediate and, most often, domestic everyday environment. Often, the "turning point" at which something "goes wrong" or "just does not seem right" propels the protagonist into a logic-of-the-absurd sequence whose stages are depicted, one after the other, with painstaking, almost hallucinatory precision. Constantly fusing and confusing the banal and the bizarre, Edson delights in having a seemingly innocuous situation undergo the most unlikely and uncanny metamorphoses; a method reminescent not only of Kafka's parables but also of Edward Gorey's domestic gothicism. Edson's personae usually appear at the mercy of an environment which does violence to human subjectivity. "The Terrible Angel" is also an example of how these basic conceptual premisses of Edson's prose poems often lead him to dwell on the unsavory, the macabre and the monstrous--a tendency generally attenuated by the lightheartedness of the author's absurdist rhetoric. Characteristically, the concluding paragraph of Edson's prose poem is built on a single imagistic motif--that of the "creeping darkness"--which adds a touch of "poeticalness" to an otherwise most prosaic narrative. This albeit tentative move away from the narrative drive towards the more meditative tones of the last sentence is further reinforced by the recurrence of suspension points. An important typographical hallmark of Edson's prose poems, they have the effect of constantly slowing down the action, while making room for moments of verticality and nonnarrative presence between the different metonymic "leaps" which make up the story.


	Like "The Terrible Angel," almost all of Edson's prose poems, whose length never exceeds the traditional one-page format, consist of a series of short paragraphs, most of which contain only one sentence--a compositional method reminescent of Patchen's narrative sketches in The Famous Boating Party. The different phases of the narrative, which testify to the author's fascination with the eccentric and the bizarre, reflect his predilection for short "scenes" with a strictly limited narrative scope and plot-lines built on a particular detail or a succession of details. Denise Levertov has commented on the microcosmic quality of Edson's narratives: "Seen as through the wrong end of a spyglass, minuscule but singularly clear, this world within a world of his is one in which "things"--chairs, cups, stones or houses--may be immobile but are not inanimate, and therefore experience solitude and suffering; where animals are unlikely to be dumb; and where man is often essentially immobilized by the failure to communicate. There is interaction but no interrelation. The inanimate before the animate, a child before his parents, man before woman, the eye before the world of appearance, each is alone" (v).


	This overwhelming sense of utter solitude and helplessness is indeed an essential aspect of Edson's imaginary worlds. In them, anonymous people or things get "mislaid" and fall apart, abandoned by the traditional roles and functions which have so far conditioned the cosy, reassuring atmosphere of their everyday existence. The point at which "things start to go wrong" therefore often constitutes the dynamic crux of the poem. In a more general sense, the objects and concrete surroundings described in Edson's fables seem to prevail over the poem's "personae." When Edson's characters are not simply referred to as "a man" or "a woman" (the author's favorite grotesques also include the "old woman," the "fat man" and the "large woman"), they are systematically deprived of physical or psychological complexity. In fact, Edson's "types" are actually no types at all, as their "personalities" or even their dominant characterological feature are hardly ever described. This radical anonymity of Edson's prosaic personae reflects the author's desire to write "a poetry of miracles--minus the "I" of ecstasy . . . [and] not caught and strangled on particular personalities" ("Portrait" 297). This uncompromising rejection of the latent solipsism of lyric poetry would seem to invalidate Levertov's point about the "pervasive desperation" (vi) of Edson's writing. Even though one cannot overlook the overall "feeling" of frustration and helplessness pervading "The Terrible Angel" and numerous other poems in the same vein, one could still object that Edson's personae, despite the atrocious treatment they are frequently submitted to, seem incapable of expressing, or even experiencing, "solitude and suffering." Like Kafka, Edson deals precisely with the loss of feeling and spirit in a mummified world in which human beings are always on the verge of shrinking into negligible quantities of impersonal matter. More often than not, Edson's characters are merely used as starting points for Edson's absurdist rhetoric. In the absence of a temporal, emotional or contextual frame of reference, they seem to exist in a quasi-allegorical and profoundly untragic (and un-lyrical) vacuum.          


	At the level of the story itself, the rambling patterns resulting from Edson's "involuted nonsense" owe a lot to the kind of logic of the absurd which generates the multiple narrative ramifications of Lewis Carroll's Alice's Adventures In Wonderland. Edson's plots often involve a familiar situation either "logically" extended to absurdist extremes or simply turned upside down, as in "The Pattern," in which a woman gives birth to an old man, or "Piano Lessons," which tells the story of a piano given to a young girl as a birthday present and which becomes the greatest girl-player in the world. More generally, some of Edson's favorite motifs, like the spiral staircase or the tunnel, suggest the complex, labyrinthine dynamics of his prose poems. To resort to one of the author's own favorite metaphors (see, for instance, "The Bride of Dream Man" in The Intuitive Journey and Other Works), reading a prose poem by Russell Edson often amounts to peeling an onion: there seems to be always a yet-to-be-discovered layer of meaning (or nonsense) beneath the latest image or "turn of events," one which is always likely to snowball into further sequential and perspectival immoderations.








A Pathology of Laughter: Max Jacob's Dice Cup and T.S. Eliot "Hysteria"





Edson's prose poems have often been compared with newspaper cartoons (Edson's father created the famous "Andy Gump" series in the 1940s), as both genres indeed largely rely on a number of common formal and thematic constants. These recurrent features include an interest in burlesque situations and grotesques (in more than one respect, Edson's collections can also be seen as a literary equivalent of the freak show), an apparent "economy of effort" and the use of a very short narrative format. In many of them, however, the sequential arrangement of the different images or scenes which compose the "plot"--far from subscribing to the relatively conventional linearity of cartoon narratives--seems to follow the logic of a dream or, more precisely, that of a nightmare. To quote Edson himself, this particular kind of prose poem resembles "a kind of mental pantomime that arises from the part of the mind that is mute" (Letter). This oneiric quality, which lends itself to every kind of syntactic or imagistic "idiosyncracy," has now become something of an unmistakable trademark for the particular kind of formal exoticism commonly associated with "the" American neo-Surrealist prose poem.


	In this respect, the most decisive influence pervading a poem such as "The Terrible Angel" is to be found not so much in the free-wheeling, associational imaginings of écriture automatique usually associated with French Surrealism as in the more controlled and self-conscious fantasies of Max Jacob and the early Henri Michaux. The prose poems of Max Jacob were recently rediscovered and revalued by the American public: a relatively minor figure in the French canon, Jacob headlined the March/April 1994 issue of the American Poetry Review. They have exerted a tremendous influence on a whole generation of American prose poets who, in the last thirty years, have tried to emulate, more or less successfully, the surreal and playful miniatures collected in The Dice Cup and other collections (1917).6 On a superficial level, what Edson and Jacob share--beside their predilection for instant dream narratives--is an ability to tell a strange, snowballing tall-tale for its own sake and twist it into a self-contained poem. Edson's prose poems, like Jacob's, display an insatiable interest in anecdotes and particulars and a demiurgic tendency to indulge in endless sequential and imagistic manipulations, all of which seek to confuse the reader and play with his/her expectations as to "what comes next:"





When I was working at the Fashion Cooperative I tried, despite the watchful eye of the dark, ugly old maid, to steal a pair of suspenders. I got chased down those splendid stairs not for the theft, but because I was a lazy worker who hated mindless finery. You descend, they follow. The stairs are less beautiful down by the offices than in the public area. They are less beautiful in shipping and handling than at the office level. They are even less beautiful down in the cellar! But what can I say about the swamp I came to? About the laughter? The animals I brushed against and the murmur of invisible things? The water turned into fire, my fear into a blackout. When I came to, I was in the hands of silent, unnameable surgeons.


("Hell Has Gradations" [Jacob 4])





	The resemblances between Jacob's and Edson's prose poems are too numerous to be commented on, even briefly, in the context of the present chapter. Suffice it to say that both authors also often make use of an essentially dramatic mode in order to avoid lapsing into the overt subjectivism of lyric poetry. Jacob and Edson also both use a syntax whose seemingly orthodox factuality can easily slip into whimsical absurdity or even outright insanity. The initial paragraphs of Jacob's "The Ballad of the Night Visitor" contain a most eloquent summary of the poetics of Edson's "surreal fables." Despite the many parallels between Max Jacob and Russell Edson, however, the former differs from the latter in that he, unlike Edson, still frequently resorts to a pseudo-autobiographical first-person narrator and seeks to preserve a nonabsurdist, subjectivist space for the expression of personal feelings:





What a winter that one of 1929 was! Paris in white velvet, all the windows like moonstones.





That night, that December night, I woke up in my cozy room in the Hotel Nollet with the wild reasoning of madness. In the cozy room, I dressed warmly in thick wool clothing because of the cold (it was about two a.m.) in good heavy gloves and the wild reasoning of madness.





"Where are you going this time of night, in this cold, darkness and snow?" asked the night watchman. "You'll never find a taxi." "I'm going to the Cirque du Temple, watchman!" What a winter that one of 1929 was. Paris in white velvet, all the windows like moonstones, and every street: light and shadow.


("Ballad of the Night Visitor" [Jacob 4])





	A metaphor for the generative principles of the absurdist prose poem, Jacob's "wild reasoning of madness" appears as the quintessence of the prose fantasies of Russell Edson, Michael Benedikt and numberless "minor" poets in prose, in which humor largely derives from the hopeless struggle of factual, rational rhetoric to come to terms with the capricious sinuousness of the poetic imagination. As is often the case in Edson's prose poems, the initial impression of bourgeois, domestic cosiness suddenly undermined and negated by a quirky, dream-like visionary twist (this time, a typically Surrealist technique), functions as a prelude to a gradual blurring of the boundaries between reality and dream, domesticity and wildness, conscious and unconscious life. In order to convey this duality, along with the "momentary lapse of reason" which constitutes the raison d'être of the narrative as a whole, Jacob's sentences leap from one perception to the next, seemingly drifting on wherever the author's fancy carries them, while remaining rooted in the original anecdote or pensée which brought them to life. The "Ballad of the Night Visitor" is also a good illustration of the formal duplicity of the prose poem: despite its "prosaic" format, Jacob's poem still functions as a ballad, as a number of motifs and "refrains"--including the initial "what a winter that one of 1929 was" and the "windows like moonstones"--recur throughout the poem.


	The studied, self-conscious craftmanship of Jacob's miniatures and the pervasive self-reflexiveness which characterize their narrative and conceptual lines--an attempt to domesticate the flow of the unconscious praised by the Surrealists--clearly distinguishes Jacob's prose poems from the radical associational freedom advocated by Breton and Soupault. This uncompromising self-consciousness also differentiates Edson's fables from, say, the more "orthodox" Surrealist tradition initiated by David Gascoygne's A Short Survey of Surrealism (1935), the movement's first foray into the English-speaking world. Despite the essential differences between the prose poems of The Dice Cup and Breton's automatic writing, however, Jacob's "wild reasoning of madness" largely corresponds to the Surrealists' general critique of rationalism, their longing for creative correspondences and interferences between different levels of consciousness and, ultimately, their desire to bridge the gap between dream and reality. This peculiar mixture of logical and narrative coherence and free-wheeling, dream-like insanity, also signals the birth of a specific kind of stylistic and imagistic hysterics inaugurated in the English-speaking world by T.S. Eliot's one published contribution to the history of the contemporary prose poem:7





	As she laughed I was aware of becoming involved in her laughter and being part of it, until her teeth were only accidental stars with a talent for squad-drill. I was drawn in by short gasps, inhaled at each momentary recovery, lost finally in the dark caverns of her throat, bruised by the ripple of unseen muscles. An elderly waiter with trembling hands was hurriedly spreading a pink and white checked cloth over the rusty green iron table, saying: "If the lady and gentleman wish to take their tea in the garden, if the lady and gentleman wish to take their tea in the garden . . ." I decided that if the shaking of her breast could be stopped, some of the fragments of the afternoon might be collected, and I concentrated my attention with careful subtlety to this end.


(Collected 34)





	Despite its descriptive and meditative orientation, Eliot's "Hysteria" is essentially narrative and possesses a strong dramatic drive, a major feature of the postwar American prose poem from Patchen to Edson. But what makes "Hysteria" even more of a precursor of Edson's prose poems is its humorous use of the contrast between an extreme, deadpan sobriety and ponderousness of diction and a surreal, frequently grotesque content; a technique which typifies many recent prose poems written in the Surrealist or neo-Surrealist vein. In 1915, the young, francophile Eliot was undoubtedly aware of and influenced by the burlesque inventiveness and the verbal jugglery of Max Jacob's pre-Surrealist fantasies and, possibly, of his early experiments with the prose poem, collected a year later in the Dice Cup. Be that as it may, the "studied disorder" à la Jacob of Eliot's "Hysteria" indirectly reminds us of Eliot's strong aversion to the more solemn "impressionistic" prose sketches Richard Aldington started to publish around 1910. What Eliot finds interesting in the prose poem format is not its fin-de-siècle, Wildean avatars, with their self-conscious archaisms and stylized mannerisms, nor its impressionistic extension based on Aldington's understanding of "poetic" language as an essentially ornamented version of traditional prose. What matters here, instead, is that the inherent formal freedom of the genre enables Eliot to give expression to his dream-like vision in a way that is faithful to its central motif: the concept of hysteria itself. Eliot's truculent description of the female persona's fit of uncontrolled laughter, in which the speaker feels himself entangled to the point of feeling physically threatened by it, is indeed conveyed through the continuous flow of prose in a way which would be difficult to reproduce in the more broken structure of a lineated poem.


	Again, the humorous effect of Eliot's "Hysteria" is related to a technique which still inspires--via Jacob--the work of numerous contemporary prose poets like Russell Edson and Michael Benedikt: the struggle of a peculiar combination of factual rhetoric, rational "attention" and "careful subtlety" with the seemingly ungovernable meanders of the poetico-oniric imagination. The element of formal Englishness introduced by the elderly waiter and the tea time ritual, comically juxtaposed with a Fellinian close shot on the woman's shaking breasts, adds a final touch of ludicrousness to the whole. (This method also clearly relates to the kind of "domestic gothicism" mentioned above in relation to Edson's "The Terrible Angel.") The threat of female insanity is reinforced by the ensuing prospect of the disintegration of the self, or worse--at least from the point of view of the male persona--its dissolution into a female Other whose aggressive laughter seems to represent what critics have identified as the menace of uncontrolled sexuality, the castrating allegory of the vagina dentata, the vagina with teeth.8 This moment of acute sexual anxiety eventually gives way to a last attempt to "collect the fragments of the afternoon" and achieve an ironic stance which enables the persona to convert his experience into a coherent shape.


	The motif of unrestrained laughter and its connotations of insanity, which give Eliot's poem its "hysterical" quality and which are also noticeable in Jacob's "Hell Has Gradations," are here revived by Edson in his own peculiar playful mode:





	A man had a brain. That's what they said he had. That his head was not just a storage of foetal hair.


	They said whenever you are self-conscious you are self-conscious there.


	They said who you think you are is known only there . . .


	. . . Still, it's the reason we go to the madhouse, the reason we'll need a supervised environment . . . The walls are painted with calm colors there. And only insane laughter is allowed. That being considered the sincere symptom. All else is calm, all else is serious, because our poor brains are out of whack . . .


("Our Poor Brains" [Wounded 3])





	In Edson's own variations on the theme of insanity, the conventional form of the fable-like opening is immediately dismantled as the content of the poem becomes the speaker's own hallucinated consciousness. Once again, the prose poem format is used as a means of subverting the didactic orientation of a short narrative genre, a method which recalls Arturo Giovannitti's use of the sermon and the parable form in Arrows in the Gale.    








Edson and Cubist Writing





Unlike Eliot's "Hysteria," which is composed of a single free-flowing paragraph, Edson's narrative consists of sentences existing in semi-isolation, partially resisting, so to speak, their own incorporation into the larger narrative of the poem as a whole. This impression is further underlined by the numerous "pauses" in the narrative flow signalled by way of suspension points.9 The relative self-containedness of the sentences emphasizes the dreamlike incongruity of the narrative transitions between them, as in "How Things Will Be," one of Edson's most successful Surrealist coups de théâtre:


		


	. . . The kitchen will always be hungry then. The cupboard won't even find a bone.


	The bedrooms will lie awake at night, blank-eyed against the whispery shuffle of hallways wandering back and forth, like blind mice looking for their eyes.


	History in voluminous skirts waddled by knocking courage off the table.


	The singing by the river turns out to be a radio plugged into the mouth of a corpse.


	In a nearby field a butterfly is being folded up by a praying mantis into a small bright package.





	. . . A tub of arthritic blood: Mother Hubbard kills the Sphinx. In a dresser drawer a ruined city of hemorrhoids.





	This . . . and the moon . . .


(Wounded 4)





	This succession of descriptive and meditative moments results in a peculiar mixture of imagistic restraint and absurdist delirium which undermines the poem's potential for narrative progression, the "story" being constantly tossed about by a number of nonrational, unexpected juxtapositions and syncopated jolts. This resistance to narrative, as well as the accompanying tendency towards lyric presence, is an integral part of Edson's oneiric landscapes, in which the "plot" or metonymic development of the story systematically veers away from traditional perspectives and mimetic exactness. The sequential development of the story or interior monologue also seems to have been distorted and stylized into an absurdist, quasi-pataphysical space of sequential manipulation and perspectival playfulness. All this results in a literary cadavre exquis, a collage of events, objects, figures, situations and images whose incongruous collocations give the whole the dream-like quality often associated with Edson's "surreal" fables.


	In this respect, Edson's prose poems bear strong affinities with Cubist art, originally a compromise between abstract and representational painting and an important influence on Max Jacob and other representatives of the early twentieth century French prose poem.10 The structure of Edson's "How Things Will Be" subscribes to the Cubists' fondness for the juxtaposition of disparate elements (a technique Suzanne Bernard called l'esthétique du discontinu), which later paved the way for the discontinuous, irrational prose sequences of the Surrealists. But the affinity of Edson's prose poems with Cubist painting is also further emphasized by the author's predilection for perspectival games in which seemingly insignificant anecdotes, objects or details (particularly as related to body parts or kitchen utensils and other household commodities) tend to acquire a disproportionate, almost obsessional importance, while gradually supplanting the human element. As suggested above, Edson's characters/personae, by contrast, appear deprived of all the attributes of three-dimensional credibility which we encounter in more traditionally mimetic-realist narratives.


	More generally, and despite occasional imagistic juxtapositions such as "How Things Will Be," the sentence-paragraph is used by Edson as the primary narrative unit of his more habitual absurdist fables:





	He opens his car door and steps into a great throne room with chandeliers and red carpeting.


	There a man wearing knee breeches bows and asks, may I take your head, sir?


	What is it? cries the man. I get into my car to go someplace, but see that I have already arrived at the throne room of some unknown king.


	Would you like a hot bath before tea, says the man in knee breeches, or would you prefer a tonsillectomy?


	But how did this castle get into my car? Or did my car just fit itself around the castle? --One of those incredible accidents one reads about . . .


	Won't you come in, sir, says the man wearing knee breaches, the master is waiting to announce you to the further master, who is waiting to announce you to the even further master, who is waiting to announce you to the master even beyond that . . . It takes several thousand years for the final master to even begin to hear of you . . . Best to get an early start . . .


	Yes, of course--but, what an incredible accident!


(Intuitive 91)





	This certainly sounds very much like Bertolt Brecht's Kalendergeschichten or like Kafka's short short stories-parables.11 In Edson's fables, however, the underlying didactic-satirical impulse still present in Brecht's and Kafka's fables is smothered by the grotesque quality of Edson's rhetoric. Edson's prose poems are indeed utterly deprived of any allegorical content and often tends to refer to nothing outside their own logic-of-the-absurd conventions. Despite the vividness of the images and the dramatic burlesque, one can easily see how such "nonsensical" synopses can feel a bit strained and turn into a predictable ploy, especially as they are used quite often in Edson's collections. In this respect, Edson's prose poems do not seem quite to live up to his utopia of a poetry without artifice, "a prose free of the self-consciousness of poetry; a prose more compact than the story teller's; a prose removed from the formalities of literature" ("Portrait" 296). Indeed, one could argue that Edson's "anti-narrative" and "anti-lyric" prose poems display their own particular kind of formality and self-consciousness by resorting to a number of recipes which are themselves arguably as "artificial" and, most certainly, as predictable as the conventions Edson denounces as being the unhappy privilege of "traditional" poetry, as well as longer narratives like the novel. Some of Edson's through-the-looking-glass and down-the-rabbit-hole stories fail to produce anything more than an occasional forced smile, particularly when they are read one after another in a collection. Somehow, Edson's volumes of prose poems indeed gain by an infrequent, sporadic reading.


	Edson is often at his best when the absurdist witticisms he is best-known for interact with his more lyrical and meditative gifts. Occasional interventions of the metaphoric indeed temper Edson's penchant for the metonymic jolts of a narrative which tends to go berserk and lose itself in the circumlocutions of its own capricious rhetoric. The result, in "The Canoeing," is probably a more enjoyable and certainly a more ambitious piece of writing than Edson's habitual exercises in absurdist virtuosity:





	We went upstairs in a canoe. I kept catching my paddle in the banisters.


	We met several salmon passing us, flying step by step; no doubt to find the remembered bedroom. And they were like the slippered feet of someone falling down the stairs, played backward as in a movie.


	And then we were passing over the downstairs closet under the stairs, and could feel the weight of dark overcoats and galoshes in a cave of umbrellas and fedoras; water dripping there, deep in the earth, like an endless meditation . . .


	. . . Finally the quiet waters of the upstairs hall. We dip our paddles with gentle care not to injure the quiet dark, and seem to glide for days by family bedrooms under a stillness of trees . . .


(Intuitive 67)





	Sometimes, when moments of imagistic mysticism intersect with Edson's typical snowball rhetoric, some of the author's favorite domestic labyrinths seems to meet up with the more sober tones of Robert Bly's poetics of inwardness and quiet wonder. Although it is dedicated to David Ignatow, "One Who Journeys in a Tree"--with its connotations of quiet, inner space mysticism--indeed reads more like a tribute to the author of The Morning Glory. Like Bly, Edson the miniaturist occasionally puts his gifts at the service of a celebration of nature and the possiblity for human beings to engage in a mystical, self-forgetful contemplation of their familiar (and yet to be defamiliarized) surroundings:





	In the tree the stairway of osmosis--up up through trunk to branch, thinner branch, out out into a twig, a leaf--expire!


	I should love to photosynthesize in one leaf lost at the top of a tree. To be useful for no reason at all . . .


	A door in a tree. A stairway that grows thinner and thinner into the narrowing of a twig; one diminishes, as it were, into a journey. The traveler dying down into a journey that ingests him until he is only the journey and those distances that you cannot see . . .


	The trunk of this tree looks thick enough to hold a spiral stairway. I open the bark door and step in, and am suddenly at peace. As I climb the stairs with a kind of spiritual sweetness I know that I ruin myself; I grow smaller as the stairs narrow, like the traveler who diminishes in the diminishing road; and I do not call this dying, but metamorphosis . . .


(Intuitive 69)








Parables, Fables and Fabulators





As already suggested above, many of Edson's prose poems bear affinities with a number of short, popular narrative genres, including the fable, the parable and the fairy-tale. The fables and parables written by Russell Edson, Lawrence Fixel, and a number of younger American poets in prose, break with a number of famous precedents within the tradition of the prose poem in English, including the English Decadent tradition of parable-like prose poems and even American precursors like Sherwood Anderson and Arturo Giovannitti. While Wilde and Anderson were still trying to pastiche the laconic limpidity of style and sober didacticism of the King James Bible and tinge it with fin-de-siècle pastel ornementalism, Edson's parables-prose poems depart from the Biblical tradition both at the level of style and content. The prevailing influences here are the writings of Henri Michaux, Julio Cortazar, Peter Altenberg, Jorge Luis Borges and, above all, Franz Kafka. Kafka's unique contributions to the history of the parable include an irreductible ambiguity one could define as aesthetic--as opposed to didactic--and an irresistible playfulness constantly undermining the didactic potential of the story:





I ordered my horse to be fetched from the stable. The servant did not understand me. I went into the stable myself, saddled my horse and mounted it. In the distance I heard the sound of a trumpet, I asked him what that meant. He knew nothing and had heard nothing. At the gate he stopped me and asked: "Where are you riding to, master?" "I don't know," I said, "just away from here, just away from here. On and on away from here, only in this way can I reach my goal." "So you know your goal?" he asked. "Yes," I replied, "I've just told you: 'Away-from-here,' that is my goal." "You have no provisions with you," he said. "I need none," said I, "the journey is so long that I must die of stravation if I get nothing on the way. No provisions can save me. Fortunately, it is a truly enormous journey."


(321)





	In many ways, Kafka's "The Departure" both subscribes to and strays away from the conventions of the "traditional" parable. Kafka's story has clearly retained at least some of the external attributes of the genre: the central dialogue still seems to be endowed with an allegorical meaning and to stress a tacit analogy between its literal content and a abstract "thesis" or "lesson." Its use of the first person pronoun, however, departs straight away from the allegorical impersonality of the parable. Furthermore, and even though the story does not seem to "stand on its own," the lesson or moral the story seems about to yield is difficult, if not impossible, to ascertain or even guess at. The aim of the quest the protagonist decides to embark on is unclear and we do not know either, for instance, why the servant, who until then could not understand his master's words, suddenly decides to inquire about the reason for his departure. (This, in itself, also anticipates the absurdist "turns" of Edson's fables.) Finally, the conclusion--in which the character or narrator is usually expected to unveil the implicit meaning of the story--is completely open-ended. The conventional dialogue between master and servant, which also parallels the relationship between teacher and disciple of the traditional parable, is ironically deprived of its didactic raison d'être, as the only lesson delivered by the master is that the aim of his quest is simply to get "just away from here."


	Even though Kafka's story can give rise to a number of quite legitimate interpretations (the possible apocalyptic connotations of the trumpet call and the master's refusal to take any provisions with him can, for instance, evoke either the protagonist's oncoming death and/or the spiritual nature of his journey), it differs from, say, a Biblical parable in which a more or less unambiguous moral principle is supposed to be abstracted from the concrete, manifest content of the narrative. As we ponder upon the hidden significance of the trumpet call and the master's sententious comment on his "extraordinary" journey, our last hope to understand the latent meaning of Kafka's parable lies perhaps in the author's own remarks on the genre. In another short short story, simply entitled "Von den Gleichnissen" ("On Parables"), Kafka indeed has one of his characters comment on the fact that "all these parables are only trying to say that the incomprehensible is incomprehensible." (Erzählungen 359). A mise en abyme of Kafka's poetics of the short short, "Von den Gleichnissen" draws our attention to a feature which makes Kafka's parables appear as an intermediary stage between the traditional parable and the radical playfulness and indeterminacy of Edson's prose poems: as open-endedness and ambiguity replace the more stable moral lessons of the Biblical parable, the literal "telling" of the story now prevails over its alleged allegorical meaning.


	With the prose poems of Russell Edson, the allegorical value of the parable or fable has definitely ceased to be didactic, or even ceased to be altogether, as is the case in many prose poems which tend to refer to nothing but the literal matter-of-factness of their miniature realms, or even merely to the process of their own composition. One could still object, however, that Edson's poems have retained at least some of the allegorical potential of the older tradition of the parable and the fable: an impulse to illustrate the "universal" anxieties of the common unconscious on a microcosmic scale:





	In it were the things a man kept, otherwise they were not in the box: a toy person with an arm missing; also a leg.


	Actually, both arms were missing. And, as one leg was missing, so was the other; even the torso and the head.


	But, no matter, because in it was another toy person. This one was also missing an arm and one of its legs.


	Actually, it had no arms at all; same with the legs, the torso and head.


	But, no matter, the box was full of armless and legless toys without torsos or heads.


	But again, no matter, because even the box was missing . . . And then even the man . . .


	In the end there was only an arrangement of words; and still, no matter . . .


	(Wounded 15)





	"The Matter" summarizes Edson's poetics of fabulation. As the "toy-person" is gradually dismembered into nothingness and as the "story" gradually turns into a snake eating its own tail, both reveal themselves to be only a pretext or a springboard for the author's whimsical verve. They thereby make the "matter" into a mere pretext for the creation of a poem eventually reduced to an "arrangement of words." This foregrounding of discourse, which is further enhanced by the poem's tendency to self-referentiality is what distinguishes Edson's prose poems not only from the traditional parable or fable, but also from some of their modern avatars, many of which (like those written by T. F. Powys and James Thurber) are still basically faithful to the genre's original didactic impulse, albeit in a updated fashion.


	This increased, overt self-consciousness about the process of composition indirectly reminds us that Edson began to publish prose poems in the mid-sixties, at a time when the so-called "fabulators" had begun to establish themselves as a major influence on the American literary world. Like Robert Scholes' "fabulators," Edson deliberately foregrounds and violates a number of conventions ruling traditional narrative genres, and often does his best to remind the reader that the text before him is merely an artificial and fictional artefact. Like many of his fellow fabulist novelists (such as John Barth, Robert Coover and Thomas Pynchon or their common "precursor," Jorge Luis Borges), Edson also likes to blur boundaries between fiction and reality, the everyday and the nightmarish, tragedy and comedy. He shares with them a strong interest in black humor and the literature of the absurd. By defining himself as a poet, Edson also violates standard expectations concerning the alleged lyric content of poetry: ironically, the art of fabulation is here applied to a genre usually relying more than any other on a set of assumptions of "direct," unmediated naturalness and authenticity.


	David Ignatow, another pioneer of the American prose poem-fable, is, even more than Edson, a typically "metafictional" fabulator. Ignatow's use of the direct address, his predilection for idiosyncratic dreamscapes and poems written (or writing themselves) "at this very moment" turns the prose poem into a highly self-reflexive, tortuously metapoetic fantasy, sometimes reminescent of Borges' fictional labyrinths. The demise of the lyric subject signalled by Edson's impersonal, dramatic art is here replaced by a more specific focus on the writing I:





You are reading me now and thanks. I know I feel a bit better and if you will stay with me a little longer, perhaps take me home with you and introduce me to your friends, I could be delighted and change my tone. I lie in a desk drawer, hardly ever getting out to see the light and be held. It makes me feel so futile for having given birth to myself in anticipation. I miss a social life. I know I made myself for that. It was the start of me.





I'm grateful that you let me talk as much as this. You probably understand, from experience; gone through something like it yourself which may be why you hold me this long. I've made you thoughtful and sad and now there are two of us. I think it's fun.


("I'm a Depressed Poem" [Tread 81])





	At this stage, we must again turn to Robert Scholes, who described the kind of "satiric" black humor exploited by a fabulator like Kurt Vonnegut as "qualified by the modern fabulator's tendency to be more playful and more artful in construction than his predecessors: his tendency to fabulate." "Fabulative satire," Scholes goes on to say, "is less certain ethically but more certain esthetically than traditional satire," as fabulators "have some faith in art but reject all ethical absolutes." Rejecting "the traditional satirist's faith in the efficacy of satire as a reforming instrument," they have "a more subtle faith in the humanizing value of laughter" (41). Scholes' distinction between traditional and modern fabulists is also valid within the context of the postmodern parable-fable-prose poem, in which the original didactical or satirical aim of the genre is irremediably drowned into an a-moral turmoil of rhetoric and textual games. In Edson's and Ignatow's prose poems, the satiric impulse is directed solely at the very conventions ruling both the lyric and the narrative modes. As suggested above, the self-referential, sometimes self-parodying quality of Edson's and Ignatow's prose poems (which is also a major feature of the prose poems of Max Jacob and Pierre Reverdy and arguably one of the reason why their poems still appeal so much to the postmodern mind)12 questions our conception of what a (prose) poem should be made of. The myth of the self-present, transcendental lyric self is here deconstructed by means of a foregrounding of the methods determining its coming into being. The fabulists' parodic subversion of poetico-lyric material also affects the treatment of the didactic sub-genres parodied by the prose poem, whose heuristic potential is now problematized. As in Scholes' "amoral" fables (37), the final "truth" of the story is also ultimately textual (and, more often than not, intertextual) as opposed to transcendental.


	Despite these important distinctions, the difference between the classical fable and the "fabulist" one is, once again, more of degree than of kind. As Scholes has pointed out, even the traditional fable displays "an extraordinary delight in design." "With its wheels within wheels," Scholes continues, "rhythms and counterpoints, this shape is partly to be admired for its own sake" (10). One of the features of Scholes' "traditional" fable the postmodern prose poem has so far preserved and developed is precisely its distinct quality of self-conscious craftsmanship. Edson himself has commented on the tendency of even the arguably "classical" fables of Marie de France to take a life of their own and "reach beyond the lesson to tell a strange tale for its own sake" ("Soul" 92). As is particularly clear from Edson's "The Matter" and Ignatow's "I'm a Depressed Poem," the telescopic strategies of the narrator's absurdist rhetoric tend to become ends in themselves, as they cease to merely filter reality and become the creators of their own private fictional realms.








More Fables and Parables: Lawrence Fixel and the Poetics of Possibility


   


Among the representatives of the fabulist prose poem, Lawrence Fixel is, with Russell Edson, the most concerned with the relationship between the prose poem and other short narrative genres. In his Truth, War, and the Dream Game (Selected Prose Poems and Parables, 1966-1990), Fixel remarks that what both the ancient and the modern parables have in common is "the overthrow of an expectation: the reversal of some deep-grounded assumption or explicit belief" in which "paradox is the key element, opposing the identity of opposites to any commonsense, linear, or literal view." Paradox, says Fixel, is what allows the writer to juxtapose "actual, virtual, and fictional worlds, transposing and connecting the different scales, planes, and dimensions of reality." Fixel then proceeds to distinguish the parable, which is "required to be about something" and evoke "some feeling of universality," from the prose poem, which "tends to be lyrical, subjective, impressionistic" and is "based more on self-expression than the combination of concept and metaphor offered by the parable." Fixel then concludes that the prose poem "can provide a counterpoint of possibility to balance the parable's greater concern with necessity" (Foreword [unpag.]).


	Fixel's definition of the prose poem is clearly one in which the metaphorical/literal duplicity of the parable is deprived of any didactic or even allegorical value, at least in the traditional sense. What matters here is the "paradoxical" tension created between the "real" and the "alternative" world presented to us, not the lesson or moral it may or may not give rise to. The multiple frictions between the literal and the figurative, the actual and the virtual, which we encounter in Fixel's parable-prose poems therefore cease to produce allegorical meaning and favor a kind of rhetoric free play which is mostly (self-) expressive and intransitive. Fixel's prose poems, like Kafka's and Edson's, nevertheless preserve something of the didactic and moralistic orientation of the ancient parable, albeit with a difference. The heuristic orientation of the ancient parable, for instance, is still preserved: Fixel's anecdotal stories and meditations still seem to gesture at something else than just their literal meaning and further the investigation of a particular problem or "issue." In most cases, however, ambiguity, polysemy and self-reflexiveness are the hallmarks of Fixel's prose and his use of paradox--a recurrent consciousness-raising device of the traditional parable--appears deprived of any specific didactic orientation. In "A Stone Taking Notes," a sense of unfathomable heuristic mystery tends to smother the poem's moralistic-didactic impulse and foregrounds its thematic and formal indeterminacy:





A Stone Taking Notes





	"Somewhere among us a stone is taking notes."


							--Charles Simic





1.


Surely not your ordinary stone: something that appears in the field of vision, that you glance at and turn away from. The poet calls it "a stone," but bestows upon it a special, unique status. What goes through the mind, if we decide to honor the poet's imagination, may be something like this: can a mere stone be so endowed, transformed, elevated? Doesn't this usurp the role of listener: our role? And note that the poet doesn't stop there: he implies that the stone is positioned somewhere out of sight. Somewhere? The location is left vague enough to suggest a disturbing mystery. For a while the next words--among us--apparently shorten the distance, it remains remote and hidden. As for the concluding words--taking notes--surely this augments our uneasiness, plays upon the surface of our always latent paranoia . . .





2.


Assume this is indeed a stone set apart from all others, from any we have noticed or studied. Try then to visualize color, shape, size--even adding distinctive marks and scratches. Enough to make it identifiable. Does this mean we can convert any apparently anonymous object into an efficient "machine"--or even a piece of art? A thought I find both intriguing and depressing. For it opens the possibility that the designated object may have or acquire personality, judgment, will--even desire. (A stone's "desire" is a subject we may speculate upon freely--for who could prove us wrong?) And since we have gone this far, say that a stone's most profound, most secret desire is to discard its anonymity, to be emblematized: Rosetta, Sphinx, Pyramid, Cleopatra's Needle, etc. We may add to this list others that, for one reason or another, have achieved their own eternal name.





3.


At this point someone among us (!) is sure to claim we are better off without emblems. But someone else, more experienced, wiser, is likely to reply: Without emblems there can be no legends. Without legends, we can have no heroes. Without heroes, all that is menacing, inaccessible must remain that way . . . . Out of reach those distant icefields and moonfields, never to know the sound of live footsteps and answering voices . . . . But then suddenly it occurs to us: if a stone can take notes, why not also record, store, transmit? Imagine retrieving the sound of vanished worlds: dinosaurs mating, the great cry of perishing populations before the flood, the fire, the erupting volcano . . . . A stone that survives, tells this much, yet leaves some part of its secret coded message intact, some faint signal, not quite decipherable, that might signify another chance, another dawn for consciousness.


(115-16)





	The series of speculations we find in Fixel's prose poems build up a discourse which favors discursive ambiguity and "possibility" rather than allegorical necessity. "A Stone Taking Notes" also illustrates how Fixel's poetics of "paradox"--just like Edson's logic of the absurd--can result in a highly self-conscious and self-reflexive exercise. The whole poem indeed reads like a half parodic explication de texte analysis of Charles Simic's sentence (the title of one of Simic's early collections), one which gives rise to a series of temporary and suggestive interpretations. Simic's stone, "a subject we may speculate upon freely--for who could prove us wrong," suggests that the kind of "knowledge" one can attain through Fixel's poem is not strictly rational or even allegorical. It resists any attempt at a single-sided interpretation and resides, rather, in an endless, plural and supremely digressive movement from one idea to the next. In this particular kind of "discursive" or "expository" prose poems, one could consequently argue that the digression, rather than the sentence, becomes the basic unit of composition. This method confirms both Fixel's concept of "paradoxical tension" and his condemnation of "linear, commonsense or literal views." It also underlines the propensity of the prose poem form for self-expression (the focus here is on the meanders of the poet's consciousness), as opposed to the impersonal universality of the parable.


	As for words themselves, they are not meant to reassure us and, thereby, enable us to translate reality into reassuring terms by, for instance, converting "any apparently anonymous object into an efficient machine--or even a piece of art." Instead, they are there to "augment our uneasiness" and "[play] upon the surface of our always latent paranoia." This paranoid feeling of uneasiness with language and scripturality (elements of psychological disorder manifestly abound in the recent history of the prose poem), is already implicit in Simic's postulate that "somewhere among us a stone is taking notes" (my emphasis). At the level of discourse itself, the scrupulous cautiousness of Fixel's multiple digressions further consolidates a more general foregrounding of discourse, whose invasive overgrowths seem to gradually stifle any imagistic or lyric content and creates a sense of quasi-claustrophobia. The final debate on the legitimacy of "emblems" (the power of language to name and objectify reality but also to become the stuff history, legends and, ultimately, survivors are made of) characteristically ends on a note of tentative suggestiveness. With the author's closing remarks on the possibility that the surviving stone may signify "another dawn for consciousness," the poem as a whole, which began as merely a series of incidental observations, has now achieved a new historical dimension and--despite its lack of commitment to absolute, "necessary" truths--a sense of parabolical universality.








Michael Benedikt's Mole Consciousness





In 1976, Michael Benedikt published The Prose Poem: An International Anthology, the first significant attempt at popularizing the genre in the United States. In his landmark Introduction, Benedikt sets out to "define" the genre according to a number of allegedly intrinsic features which are largely responsible for the way the genre has been understood and practiced by many American poets and critics in the last twenty years. The five essential characteristics Benedikt ascribes to the prose poem are (1) an "attention to the unconscious, and to its particular logic"; (2) an "accelerated use of colloquial and other everyday speech patterns"; (3) "a visionary thrust" following "the insistence on the reality of the unconscious, and on the dailyness of the imagination"; (4) "a certain humor . . . which truly registers the fluctuating motions of consciousness, and which subsumes ordinary ideas of 'poetic' gravity or decorum"; (5) "a kind of enlightened doubtfulness, or hopeful skepticism" (48-9).


	Benedikt's "special properties"--all of which are directly or indirectly related to the need to "attend to the priorities of the unconscious" (48)--are clearly still in accordance with Baudelaire's famous definition of the genre as "supple enough and rugged enough to adapt itself to the lyrical impulses of the soul, the undulations of reverie, the jibes of conscience." However, the specific literary tradition Benedikt is drawing on is clearly (neo-)Surrealist. Again, the determining influence on most of the American poets whose work meets all of the main features of Benedikt's conception of the prose poem most closely is not Reverdy, nor Breton, but the tradition initiated and rendered famous by Max Jacob's Dice Cup and subsequently practiced by a number of American masters of the "humorous" Surrealist vignette, including Edson and Benedikt himself. (Benedikt's fourth criterion, in particular, would hardly be applicable, say, to the poems of Robert Bly or other prose poets of the so-called "Deep Image" tradition.) Also, none of these allegedly essential features (with the significant exception of the "attention to the unconscious" Benedikt sees as "unfettered by the relatively formalistic interruptions of the line break" [48]) can be said to pertain exclusively to the prose poem as opposed to lineated poetry written in the same vein. Most Surrealist verse displays, at least to some extent, every one of Benedikt's "special properties," including an attention to the unconscious, the use of everyday speech and a certain kind of black humor tinged with "a kind of enlightened doubtfulness."


	The preceding pages have shown that the "need to attend the priorities of the unconscious"--indeed the lowest common denominator of Benedikt's analysis--is characteristic of many recent prose poems. This suggests that Benedikt's descriptions of the genre, notwithstanding their lack of specific relevance, remain useful when applied to, or contrasted with, specific authors or "trends." An essential quality which Benedikt's own prose poems have retained from their Surrealist precedents is the double metamorphosis of both the lyric and the narrative mode into a means of expression of the unconscious. This process fulfilled both on the paradigmatic and the syntagmatic level through the use of metaphoric "leaps" and metonymic disruptions in the sequence of events and images, respectively. While the great majority of Benedikt's poems fall into the category of the absurdist "dramatic monologue" (like Edson, Benedikt also likes to depict a world in which the human element is constantly being threatened by an increasingly unintelligible everyday environment), the "snowball" process here is even further interiorized than in Edson's fables which, on the whole, still follow a strong "external" narrative drive. Benedikt's prose poems, unlike Edson's, always consist of a single, uninterrupted paragraph. The narrative or "plot" therefore becomes human consciousness itself--with its endless speculations and its relentless associational imaginings--and the very discursive strategies through which it is translated into form:





A boxful of rare cigars . . . have one . . . and it melts into the roomful of as-yet-unknown guests like a sugar cube melting on the tongue . . . like honey in the mind of the diabetic . . . like your wallet in the hands of a prostitute, like chopped chicken liver in the heart of the professional caterer, like surviving leaves in midwinter sleet, like ant feces in a vat full of nitrate, like an inexpensive tieclip before the onslaughts of rust, like conversation into silence among boring company, like the conception of generosity after December 26th, like space beneath even the tiniest hand caressing even the tallest lover discovering the joys of some novel perversion, like the idea of 18th century chamber music in the heads of oppressed, like truth in a Latin-American newspaper, like dialogue in the mouth of the megalomaniac, like meaning in the mind of the poet. Whoever you are, my best, unseen guest, in case this poem of mine in which we have had a chance at last to meet: please have a cigar; and also, may I offer you a light?


("Invitation to Previously Uninvited Guests" [Mole 101])





	In Mole Notes, his first published collection of prose poems, Benedikt describes the affinities his interior monologues have with what he calls "mole consciousness," a mode which "has something to do with a fascination for contradiction, perhaps with a sense that things which automatically we think of as 'good' may in fact be tedious and destructive with respect to the spirit, even to the point of being lethally limiting; and that things which seem sentimentally threatening can actually be very rich areas for exploration, really liberating us" (Benedikt 55). The metaphor of the mole also suggests the circumvoluted rhetoric of Benedikt's prose poems which, even more than Fixel's, verge on the kind of digressive hysteria described above in my analysis of the prose poems of Max Jacob and Russell Edson. Finally, Benedikt's mole remains primarily an "an animal who, though he surfaces on various occasions, is most at home, and closest to the source of his powers, when living rather deeply underground" (Letter). Mole Notes therefore confirms the author's desire to use the prose poem form as a means of performing transactions between the internal and external, the conscious and the unconscious, in a way that often results in what Jerome McGann describes as "a sort of low-keyed condition of visionary transport" (911).


	The reference to the "unseen guest" of Benedikt's poem once again confirms the strong affinities of the recent Surrealist prose poem with the art of metapoetic fabulation. The syntactic intricacy, the tortuous--and often tormented--ramifications of Benedikt's style are reminescent of the long, syncopated sentence one finds in Kafka's short short stories. Benedikt's prose tends to obfuscate and disconcert the reader, rather than expose or describe a particular situation or even a state of mind. Benedikt's pensées usually favor irresolution rather than conclusiveness and, more generally, underline the process of consciousness rather than its potential epiphanical resolutions. In the above quoted poem, the different images and events Benedikt associates with "a boxful of rare cigars" tend to play a tense cat-and-mouse game with the reader's expectations. In this respect, one of the shortest poems of Mole Notes, "The Politics of Metaphor," stands as a manifesto for the complex intertwining of arguments, digressions and associations which have been the hallmarks of Benedikt's prose poems for more than twenty years:





For a full-grown mole, the future has never begun to exist apart as a form of thought; and thought has never begun to exist except as a form of metaphor. Even for a mole in his final circle of tunnels, there is always one more larger, more generous set of relevances into which all previous relevances fit.


(Mole 79)





	The uninterrupted, paratactic flow of Benedikt's paragraphs which, as he himself reminds us, are already liberated from the "formalistic interruptions of the line break" (Prose Poem 48) also undermines, by the same occasion, the claims to transcendence of so-called poetic language which is here exposed as just another "form of thought." Similarly, Benedikt's poems also bring poetry back to ordinary experience, a deflated diction (the second point of his definition) and a casual digressiveness which renders the laboriousness, but also, in the best cases, the sparkling complexity and richness of the speaker's attempts at self-expression.


	Benedikt has attributed the discursive and expository quality of his interior monologues to "a great severance of cause and effect, a gap between pretensions and realities, in this world, and through the use of logic to undermine logic" ("Meat" 20). This turning of logic against itself is precisely the reason why Benedikt's absurdist prose poems "work." As the random, wayward quality of Benedikt's speculations is recounted with reference to a conventional narrative or discursive structure, the general formality of tone and the apparently seamless, block-like coherence of the paragraph provide the reader with a sense of normality against which the poem attempts to rebel. In other words, the subversion here is achieved from within the very structures of conventional logic and rationality and in the very terms of the rhetoric Benedikt is trying to subvert. The intricate sinuosities and the seemingly uncontrollable outbursts of Benedikt's dramatic monologues keep pulling forward the narrative of consciousness into yet more associational correspondences or "relevances"--a feature which makes Benedikt the most Sternian prose poet of his generation. By doing so, Benedikt's prose poems also bring forth, so to speak, the metaphorical value of logical language. They suggest that speculative thought can easily slip into, or even lend itself to, absurd or even insane extremes tangled in their own claims to rationality:





Am I really supposed to stay here with the rest of these people making the usual surreptitious motions, tentative gestures, and shifting around guiltily from foot to foot? Because I can feel that there is obviously not going to be enough room to move in this room. To scratch the top of my head I have to go slipping my arm around the side of my head in a guilty way, as if it were a journey by Rolls-Royce around a bend in a mountain road in the poverty region, all the while praying that nobody accuses the hollow of my armpit of causing competition with a shut-down coal mine. Just so, I am amply assured that whenever I reach up to scratch my nose, a boxcar falls over in Alabama, as does a beer can in the Alhambra. And should I lower my eyelashes to express the requisite embarrassment, a bird's nest falls out of the tree in a field beside the farm. According to these definitions, I'll have to black out both my eyes in order to be able to say I see! And if I decide to deeply inhale, the tender finger of the saintly child beside me here, the one giving me the long lecture on delicacy, holding me by the lapel with one hand, and poking me in the chest with the other, becomes blunted. Also, inhaling risks bursting the stained glass windows in this beautiful room they have locked us all in. The poetry Library would fall! The orphanage be eaten up by an ogre! And to think, I originally came here to this place because I heard it was the ideal place to go if you wanted to open a career in modern dance.


("The Melancholy Moralist" [Night 44])





	As the reader follows the persona's guilty conjectures on the possible tragic (and "logical") consequences of his most innocuous movements, humor arises from the inadequateness of rational, argumentative rhetoric when it tries to come to terms with the free-associational complexities of the human mind. Russell Edson's definition of his own prose poems as "a statement that seeks sanity whilst its author teeters on the edge of the abyss" ("Portrait" 300) is even more adapted to Benedikt's work, which often reads like a kind of rhetoric tightrope walking exercise. Even though the specific kind of prose poem referred to here is, as we have seen, only one of the major trends of the contemporary American prose poem, Edson's definition is still valid when applied to the recent proliferation of "absurdist," neo-Surrealist prose poems in the Max Jacob tradition. Another, mediating, influence occurring between Jacob and Benedikt is that of Jorge Luis Borges and Julio Cortázar, whose prose poems favor the same kind of semi-absurdist disruptions within the realm of logic and rational thought. This duplicitous game between insanity and sanity, between the wildness of the unconscious precariously held together by a rigorously factual rhetoric constantly on the verge of tipping over into madness, is still the most pervasive feature of many prose poems written by veterans Edson, Benedikt and Fixel and by a whole generation of younger writers. Characteristically, also, the only "poetic" moment of "The Melancholy Moralist"--the appearance of "the tender finger of the saintly child"--is deflated (one could almost say debunked) by an overall off-handedness of diction and drowned in a turmoil of discursive arabesques.


	Here, Benedikt's Surrealism seems, once again, more indebted to Jacob and Michaux than to Breton's écriture automatique. The associational "jumps" happen not so much at a metaphorical level as at the level of language itself (puns, euphemisms, literalizations, alliterations, repetitions abound in Benedikt's poems) and can result in a highly self-conscious and consummate art, radically opposed to Breton's conception of poetic language as the spontaneous, unmediated disclosure of the movements of consciousness. As suggested above, the self-conscious meticulousness which characterizes the "Surrealist" rhetoric of Edson's and Benedikt's poems once again casts doubt on Benedikt's interpretation of such prose poems as closer to the movements of the unconscious than most poems written in verse. Poems of this kind were more aptly characterized by Edson as combining "the all too real" with "the artificial sense of art aware of itself."








Prose pure and the Poem In Search of a Content





The self-conscious, fabulist craftsmanship which characterizes the prose poems of Russell Edson, Lawrence Fixel and Michael Benedikt is, as we have seen, deeply related to their desire to redefine the notion of poetic language. Moving away from all accepted definitions of poetry, whether of the stylistic (i.e. ornamental) or modal (i.e. lyric / self-expressive) variety, their work brings forth another functional, rather than essential, difference between prose and poetry. As we have seen, since its concern with narrative and its everyday matter-of-factness of tone often makes it appear as deprived of all accepted attributes of poeticalness, the "poetic" content of the neo-Surrealist prose poem therefore can be seen as resulting almost exclusively from its exploration of the movements of consciousness for their own sake. The foregrounding of discourse and writing-as-process advocated by the fabulists is linked with their understanding of poetic language as a particular (unorthodox) use of language or a even form of thought. As for the content of Benedikt's poems, it often recedes to the background as the poem becomes, so to speak, enthralled in the circumvolutions of its own discourse.


	The prose poem's overall preference for its own medium, rather than its subject-matter, has been underlined by John Gerlach, probably the only critic who has so far shown an interest in the relationship between the short story and the prose poem. Gerlach identifies one of the major recurrent features distinguishing W. S. Merwin's narrative prose poem "The Dachau Shoe" (a typical "borderline" case) from other so-called "nonpoetic" genres as its tendency to foreground its own discursive medium. Even though he still tends to invoke the lack of thematic or metonymic magnitude (the prose poem, unlike other narratives, does not encourage us to "extend our imagination along the lines of characters and conflict, space and time") and the metaphorical value of one, single "central" object as the last unequivocal criterion of poeticalness, Gerlach also insists on the constant foregrounding of "the discourse itself" of the prose poem and its "calling attention to the signifier, a trait we associate with poetry" (82). In underlining this focus on discourse as opposed to content, and on the narrative as opposed to the narrated, Gerlach is indebted to Stephen Fredman's groundbreaking characterization of the prose poem as evidencing "a fascination with language (through puns, rhyme, repetition, elision, disjunction, excessive troping, and subtle foregrounding of diction) that interferes with the progression of story or idea, while at the same time inviting and examining the 'prose' realms of fact and reclaiming for poetry the domain of truth" (80). Besides emphasizing the double (and bilateral) contamination of poetry by prose and of prose by poetry which characterizes the whole history of the contemporary prose poem, Fredman's argument suggests that sometimes the focus in prose poems is on the very hermeneutic process which leads to the epiphanical moment we associate with the lyric and, therefore, on the "telling of the tale" rather than the tale itself.


	This is, in many ways, reminescent of Paul Valéry's famous likening of prose to walking, on the one hand, and poetry to dancing, on the other. According to Valéry, prose is "an act directed toward some object which we aim to reach," while poetry is "a system of acts which are, a the same time, ends in themselves" (140).13 While Valéry acknowleges that poetry "uses the same words, forms and tones as prose"--thereby doing away with traditional structural definitions--prosaic language is clearly understood as representational and utilitarian, while poetry is confined to the realm of the signifier in which language has nothing in view but itself. In fact, what many of Benedikt's poems are trying to tell us is that if experience is a prerequisite for discourse, then discourse can also be the very stuff experience is made of. In some extreme examples, the meanders of the sentence indeed become the meanders of the "plot." As Donald Wesling reminds us, the prose poem has long been a preferred form for the "narrative of grammar," in which the movements of consciousness and sensibility take the place of epic progression, so that action becomes "a cognitive and linguistic sequence, where the events are thoughts, words." This "tendency" characterizes the whole history of the contemporary prose poem from Baudelaire's "flexible prose" to the New Sentence of the Language poets. Echoing Mallarmé 's definition of the "critical poem" as one that reproduces "the immediate thought rhythms which organize a prosody," Wesling's narrative of grammar (or "narrative of consciousness") is one in which "every sentence of the poem is a narrative, insofar as it puts into an order the reader's acts of attention and habits of response to language; and the sequence of sentences make up another, larger narrative" (176):





(1) Here I am, lying back here in bed again, making up things to try, at least temporarily, to escape our sad situation. Will I ever get out of here? Then suddenly I find myself out in the next room while you sleep, making tea for myself with no memory of having left bed. How did I get out here, anyway? By "here" what I mean is "here," sitting at the typewriter with a glass of steaming tea in one hand, typing out this poem with the other. (2) How come I can move around this way, with no memory of having ever left bed? And what is this half-composed poem doing under this typewriter roller anyway? (3) It must be that for the first time this morning, for a change, instead of events containing ideas, ideas seem to be containing events. For the first time this morning, thought seems to have become portable! (4) And now that we have arrived in this new conceptual locale, the first thing we have to do of course, is fix it up here and there. But we refuse to hire an interior decorator--and certainly we don't need an electrician to install the stereo: we can do it all by ourselves this same way, simply by thinking. (5) Finally, some day: our first full-course dinner prepared in our very own new home! But how long will it be before we can invite to the housewarming party our very dearest friends and all those whom we have ever really loved?


("Portable Thoughts" [Mole 35])





	Benedikt's poem contains the characteristic element of "fabulation" creating a sense of the poem being written in front of the reader's eyes. Its title, "Portable Thoughts," also underlines the status of such prose poems as quasi-domestic conveniences meant to be produced and consumed as instant tales or vignettes designed to elicit a quick or immediate emotional or intellectual response. The suggestion that "ideas seem to be containing events" literalizes Benedikt's poetics of fabulation by emphasizing the fact that the narrative of consciousness and its many digressive and associational interferences create, rather than merely reflect their objects or "referents," like the need to "fix it up here and there" or the potential housewarming party. As consciousness prevails over its own content, the telling becomes the tale itself. Likewise, the rhetoric of Benedikt's miniature streams of consciousness, just like that of Edson's "fables," tends to cannibalize its own metastatic excesses. "Travel Notes" is another, more extreme example of such an absolute prevalence of discourse over content:





(1) Take me away from all this, take me away from all this! Away from what? I don't see a thing around here, anymore, myself. No? Please look around harder, then; I'd love to know where whatever it is that was, went. After all, there must be something around here to get away from. And when you find it, please, hurry up and take me away from it. Unless, of course, there is something that it would be even more attractive to completely abandon. (2) In view of this, it seems logical to say that since it is impossible to arrive everywhere at once, we may have to accept being satisfied with being located here and there, occasionally.


(Mole 119)





	In a way which is reminescent of Edson's "The Matter," "Travel Notes" hardly exists by virtue of anything other than the very self-monologue which brings it into being and only refers to an absent or undefined context. Characteristically, the habitual sense of hysteria and paranoia prevailing in the first part of the poem is neutralized by a return to the reassuring sobriety of logical thought. As the persona of Benedikt's poem becomes tormented by the absence of directions in a nonexisting landscape, the only points of reference available to him can only occur through language. As always, however, the focus is on the semi-autarchic cognitive and experiential strategies which bring about the poem, rather than their referential orientation. By doing so, Benedikt once more invalidates all traditional distinctions between prosaic and poetic writing and signals the advent of prose pure.








The Gender of Genre: Margaret Atwood's Unnamable Prose





Many prose poets, unknown or well-known, have worked in the fabulist trend for the last twenty or thirty years. A full-length study of the neo-Surrealist prose poem in English in the Jacobean or the Kafkaesque vein would have to consider the work of a number of its "minor" or occasional representatives, including Duane Ackerson, Jack Anderson, David Benedetti, Elizabeth Bishop, Greg Boyd, Steven Ford Brown, Kirby Congdon, Philip Dacey, Lydia Davis, Stuart Dybek, Dave Etter, Gary Fincke, Siv Cedering Fox, Dick Gallup, Elton Glaser, Philip Graham, Donald Hall, Marie Harris, Cecil Helman (Br.), Michael Hogan, Paul Hoover, Brooke Horvath, Louis Jenkins, Peter Johnson, Nancy Lagomarsino, Hank Lazer, Gian Lombardo, Morton Marcus, Christopher Middleton (Br.), Robert Priest (Can.), Bin Ramke, Vern Rutsala, Ira Sadoff, James Schuyler, James Tate, Charles Webb, Tom Whalen, Peter Wortsman, David Young and Gary Young. Among the younger generation of American fabulists, the name of Maxine Chernoff stands out. Such early masterpieces as "Stand-Up Tragedians," "A Vegetable Emergency" and "The Moat" (contained in her first collection of prose poems, A Vegetable Emergency, published as early as 1976) seem indebted to the verbal and imagistic extravagance of Henri Michaux, Jorge Luis Borges and Julio Cortázar, with whom she also shares a tendency to perform multiple transactions between the metaphorical and the literal. "Prose poems," Chernoff writes, "may be a contemporary equivalent of metaphysical poetry, since in both cases metaphor can expand to become the central concept (conceit) of the writing" (Lehman 27). Chernoff's view of the genre as originating in a central "expanding" metaphor recalls Benedikt's own "Politics of Metaphor", which posits that any thought process is necessarily metaphorical in that it always gives rise to "one more larger, more generous set of relevances to which all previous relevances fit" (Mole 79). But the basic principle that structures a prose poems such as "The Fan" is less metaphorical than anti-narrative:





I enter a room where a fan seems to be chanting "Air! Air! Air!" as it whirs. I see it's not the fan, after all, but a child facing the wall in the far corner of the room.





At the opposite end of the room, a man is seated, stroking his beard.  He keeps repeating, "Yes, quite excellent. Air wafers. Air wafers."





I turn off the fan and the child and the man stop instantly, as if slapped in the face.


(Utopia 16)





	Describing the method of composition of "The Fan," Chernoff writes: "I am not commenting about the nature of one's character's reaction to experience. Rather, I am suggesting that a linguistic event has been observed by a witness. This witnessing verifies that something has been made of language. . . Thus, 'character' in many of my prose poems exists so that language can occur. . . . The linguistic event 'happens' in the sense that anything happens" ("Fence" 88). Other poems featuring in Chernoff's early collections, such as "The Shoe and the City" ("A woman answers the phone every day saying "Kill me" to the paperboy. . . ."[Leap 22]), "On My Birthday" (which begins with "words lin[ing] up like racehorses at a starting gate . . ." [Utopia 35]) or "His Pastime" (which tells the story of a man who manages to hold his breath for days and whose sudden exhalation nearly blows away the newspaper reporter who was supposed to cover the story) are clearly in accordance with the author's notion of a leading "linguistic moment" giving birth to a chain of telescoping associational leaps. In recent years, however, Chernoff's prose poems, while remaining as fanciful and exuberant as her earlier works, have tended to preserve a connection with the intimacy of personal experience. A poem such as "Lost and Found" oscillates between the trivial and the serious in a way that somehow privileges the lyrical strain of her prose:





I am looking for the photo that would make all the difference in my life. It's very small and subject to fits of amnesia, turning up in poker hands, grocery carts, under the unturned stone. The photo shows me at the lost and found looking for an earlier photo, the one that would have made all the difference then. My past evades me like a politician. Wielding a fly-swatter, it destroys my collection of cereal boxes, my childhood lived close to the breakfast table. Only that photo can help me locate my fourteen lost children, who look just like me. When I call the Bureau of Missing Persons, they say, "Try the Bureau of Missing Photos." They have a fine collection. Here's my Uncle Arthur the night he bought a peacock. O photo! End your tour of the world in a hot air balloon. Resign your job at the mirror-testing laboratory. Come home to me, you little fool, before I find I can live without you.


("Lost and Found" [Leap 51])





	Unlike the relatively anonymous, rhetorical "I" of Benedikt's prose poems, the "I" of Chernoff's prose poem does not merely exist as a mouthpiece for discursive fantasies and is not utterly deprived of emotional features. While many of Chernoff's recent poems bear close affinities to the journal entry, even the most "fabulist" and self-reflexive ones still manage to make room for a subjective space in which the I-persona remains "credible" in its own right. This concern with the survival of lyricism within the parodic is also central to Margaret Atwood's Good Bones is a collection of "short shorts" gathering some of the most interesting generic borderline cases in recent North-American literature. Like its 1984 precedent, Murder in the Dark--Atwood's first book of "Short Fictions and Prose Poems"--Good Bones contains playfully perverted or inverted revisions of familiar genres, modes and subject matters, ranging from fairy tales and adventure stories to autobiography, theology, science fiction, popular romance, Dracula, Hamlet or, more simply, the everyday life politics of the average middle-class North-American housewife. Despite an enormous diversity of tones and subject matters, all of Atwood's stories share a strong concern with the various socio-ideological assumptions underlying both literary and nonliterary narratives. In "The Little Hen Tells All," for instance, a well-known children's story is struggling its way out of bourgeois-capitalistic ideology ("You know my story. Probably you had it told to you as a shining example of how you yourself ought to behave. Sobriety and elbow-grease. Do it yourself. Then invest your capital. Then collect. I'm supposed to be an illustration of that? Don't make me laugh" [Good 11]). While "My Life as a Bat" attempts to rehabilitate the bat-race and deliver it from an evil which is "hair-headed and walks in the night with a single white unseeing eye, and stinks of half-digested meat, and has two legs," "Making a Man" parodies the demagogic how-to rhetoric of popular magazines from the point of view of domestic gender issues. Another, perhaps even more representative piece is Atwood's mock-sermonic catalogue of representations of the "Eternal Stupid Woman" where modern icons and stereotypes ("the airheads, the bubblebrains, the ditzy blondes: the headstrong teenagers too dumb to listen to their mothers: all those with mattress stuffing between the ears, all the lush hostesses who tell us to have a good day, and give us the wrong change, while checking their Big Hair in the mirror, all those who dry their freshly-shampooed poodles in the microwave, and those whose boyfriends tell them chlorophyll chewing gum is a contraceptive, and who believe it" [31]) are traced back to biblical or mythological ancestors: "How we enjoy hearing about her: as she listens to the con-artists yarns of the plausible snake, and ends up eating the free sample of the apple from the Tree of Knowledge: thus giving birth to Theology; or as she opens the tricky gift box containing all human evils, but is stupid enough to believe that Hope will be some kind of a solace" (34).


	Murder and Good Bones contain many other examples of such playfully "debunked" stories. But if many of Atwood's "short fictions" privilege the parodic mode, their subversive potential is certainly not limited to that alone for, in addition to lampooning some of their author's favorite targets, they also seek to explore the specific power-related interests underlying the construction and perpetuation of dominant narratives. As one of the personae of Good Bones reflects, thinking of her own previous life as a bat and complaining about the bad reputation inflicted upon the bat race by cheap vampire movies, "previous lives have entered the world of commerce." "In the previous-life market," however, she continues, "there is not such a great demand for Peruvian ditch-diggers as there is for Cleopatra; or for Indian latrine-cleaners, or for 1952 housewives living in California split-levels" (98). Genres and narratives, in other words, are not immune to the law of supply and demand ("Disaster sells beer" [119]). While some of them are silenced or repressed by the Establishment, others are turned into glamorous, best-selling commodities progressively creating "a general consensus about the content of reality" (97) which inevitably works to the detriment of the oppressed or silenced individual. This also accounts for Atwood's predilection not only for ancient myth and modern classics ("Four Small Paragraphs" is an irreverentious meditation on the life and works of Albert Camus) but also for other popular genres and narratives--including children's literature, fantasy fiction, women's magazines, instruction books or even dumb blonde jokes--having a massive ideological impact on large audiences.


	The recent renewal of interest in genre studies as a tool for a critical investigation of the conventions of popular fiction, as well as their interaction with prevailing socio-cultural codes and practices, offers an interesting counterpoint to Atwood's impertinent exercises in sexual and textual politics. Moving beyond traditional taxonomic investigations of inherent features of "genericness," recent studies have focused on how, for instance, women's popular romances, SF, western or detective fiction subvert or support not only the literary canon but also the socio-political Establishment.14 The short prose pieces of Murder and Good Bones are Atwood's own creative contribution to such a critique of dominant narratives pervading popular genres. Characteristically, Atwood's narrative revisionism--for all its apparent formal and thematic heterogeneousness--often goes hand in hand with a more specifically feminist concern with the different textual and, ultimately, existential constraints the female self is compelled to live by. Indeed Atwood's interest in popular culture is linked with a recurrent theme in her oeuvre, from the early inner landscapes of Double Persephone to the dystopian investigations of the Handmaid's Tale: the propagation and interiorization of a prescriptive notion of "womanhood" and the confinement of the female self to socially accepted roles of self-effacement and submission. As one of her personae observes, for instance, in "Women's Novels:"





Men's novels are about men. Women's novels are about men too but from a different point of view. You can have a men's novel with no women in it except possibly the landlady or the horse, but you can't have a women's novel with no men in it. Sometimes men put women in men's novels but they leave out some of the parts: the heads, for instance, or the hands. Women's novels leave out parts of the men as well. Sometimes it's the stretch between the belly button and the knees, sometimes it's the sense of humour. It's hard to have a sense of humour in a cloak, in a high wind, on a moor.


(Murder 34)


 


	Atwood's interest in popular romance is all the more revealing since the kind of narrative she attempts to deconstruct and ridicule is precisely a genre both written and consumed by women--although, Atwood reminds us, "women do not usually write novels of the type favoured by men but men are known to write novels of the type favoured by women" (34). In this sense, Atwood's antididactic parables do not limit themselves to undermining the latent oppressiveness of popular iconography; they also expose the complicity of women in the propagation of stereotypes signifying their own (self-)confinement to supporting parts and, thereby, suggest how the various patriarchal narratives permeating everyday life and language must first and foremost win their readership's consent. In order to do so, they often set out to question the taken-for-granted transparency of such popular narratives by subverting them, so to speak, "from within." As the speaker in "Let Us Praise" remarks, "such women are fictions: composed by others, but just as frequently by themselves" (Good 32):





I like to read novels in which the heroine has a costume rustling discreetly over her breasts, or discreet breasts rustling under her costume; in any case there must be a costume, some breasts, some rustling, and, over all, discretion. Discretion over all, like a fog, a miasma through which the outlines of things appear only vaguely. A glimpse of pink through the gloom, the sound of breathing, satin slithering to the floor, revealing what? Never mind, I say. Never never mind . . . . I want happiness, guaranteed, joy all around, covers with nurses on them or brides, intelligent girls but not too intelligent, with regular teeth and pluck and both breasts the same size and no excess facial hair, someone you can depend on to know where the bandages are and to turn the hero, that potential rake and killer, into a well-groomed country gentleman with clean fingernails and the right vocabulary. Always, he has to say. Forever. I no longer want to read books that don't end with the word forever. I want to be stroked between the eyes, one way only.


(Murder 34-35)





	"Women's Novels" is typical of the whole collection in that it sets out to diagnose, and subsequently deconstruct, the different fictions in which Atwood's personae are trapped by exploring the various emotional needs inflicted by popular narratives upon both the private and the collective self. (Hence Atwood's interest in all kinds of culturally inherited models of thought and behavior.) In doing so, they emphasize the strategic equivalence of collective and personal victimization, macrocosm and microcosm, and remind us that "the positions are the same whether you are a victimized country, a minority group or a victimized individual" (Survival 36).15


	The conversational, semi-didactic (and quasi-admonishing) tone of "Women's Novels" is unquestionably a prevailing modal feature in Murder in the Dark and Good Bones. More generally, however, Atwood's short shorts are often characterized by a mixture of lyricism and matter-of-factness, of imagistic presence and narrative continuity. The recurrence of "poetic" or imagistic disruptions in the overwhelmingly factual tone of both collections underlines another aspect of the double-edgedness of Atwood's vignettes of everyday life conflicts. By combining the homely with the uncanny, the serious with the trivial and the factual with the metaphorical, Atwood's short pieces, like her opening description of a petrified gorgon, constantly remind us that ordinary life and people are such stuff as myths are made on:


		


The red geraniums fluorescing on the terrace, the wind swaying the daisies, the baby's milk-fed eyes focusing for the first time on a double row of beloved teeth--what is there to report? Bloodlessness puts her to sleep. She perches on a rooftop, her brass wings folded, her head with its coiffure of literate serpents tucked beneath the left one, snoozing like a noon pigeon. There's nothing to do but her toenails. The sun oozes across the sky, the breezes undulate over her skin like warm stockings, her heart beats with systole and diastole of waves on the breakwater, boredom creeps over her like vines.   


(Good 9)





	Such moments of metaphorical verticality emerge as so many potentially epiphanic interruptions in the one-dimensional lives of Atwood's prosaic personae. In this respect, also, traditional distinctions between "fictional" and "lyrical" works are constantly subverted and deconstructed by virtue of the collection's hybrid modalities, as is already suggested by Atwood's harpy-like collage featuring on the cover of the 1993 Virago paperback edition of Good Bones. This is not to say that Atwood's use of the prose poem form comes down merely to a mixing-up of "poetic" and "prosaic" materials. Even though many of the pieces contained in Murder and Good Bones indeed tend to juxtapose antipodal modes and subject matters (like, for instance, the beautiful and the unsavoury, or the alternate use of a conversational and a solemnly metaphorical style), Atwood's poetics of hybridity is certainly not confined to the formal ambiguity which has largely characterized the history of both the contemporary prose poem and the so-called "lyric" short story. It also echoes the sense of an essential opposition between the male and the female brain which pervades Atwood's fiction and poetry. Typically, the male brain stands for uncompromising, all-categorizing rationality ("Space over here, time over there, music and arithmetic in their own sealed compartments. The right brain doesn't know what the left brain is doing" [Good 45]), a principle whose self-congratulatory logic inevitably makes it an agent of domestic and public violence in the name of practical efficiency ("Good for aiming though, for hitting the target when you pull the trigger. What's the target? Who's the target? Who cares? What matters is hitting it. That's the male brain for you. Objective" [45]). The female brain, by contrast, is presented as an alternative to such a lobotomizing conversion of time, space and emotions into conveniently measurable categories. Its shape-shifting, all-embracing nature radically differs from the essentially functional and power-related dynamics of "male" language. While men constantly seek to make reality fit their mathematical equations ("something safely abstract, detached from you; a transfer of the obsession with size to anything at all" [78]), women dream of a protean, undefined space often establishing their kinship with untamed organic matter:





They dream of plunging their hands into the heart, which is red as blood and soft, which is milky and warm. They dream that the earth gathers itself under their hands, swells, changes its form, flowers into a thousand shapes, for them too, for them once more. They dream of apples; they dream of the creation of the world; they dream of freedom.


(Murder 33)





	Such unexpected eruptions of "lyrical" irrationality and elemental unnamableness (both features have so far been largely characterized by feminist theory as "female" categories silenced and excluded by patriarchal thought) clearly echo Atwood's much-discussed suggestion of the potential of the female mind for resisting the Adamico-humanist urge to "name," measure and enclose the things around him.16 Nevertheless, the male brain's quasi-performative use of language as a tool for domination and victimization ("Death, they say, making the word sound like the backwash of a wave" [Good 87]) remains the thematic keynote of most of Atwood's vignettes. Despite occasional, and mostly unspoken, moments of insight in which Atwood's female personae manage to "[forget] what things [are] called and [sees] instead what they are" (Murder 55), men indeed "[have] the word" (Murder 52). Their minds and bodies are verbalized ("Hurt, they say, and suddenly their bodies hurt again, like real bodies" [Good 86]) and women can only attempt to "re-say them in [the men's] own words" (87), while witnessing the transformation of their own bodies into domestic conveniences and marketable commodities ("The Female Body").


	The purpose of this sub-chapter is not to determine whether Atwood's binary view of gender relationships should be considered as a strength or a limitation in her achievement as a poet and a fiction writer. The extent to which Atwood's short shorts do or do not suggest a middle or a third way will be examined later on. Suffice it to say at this stage that the "naming" motif in Murder and Good Bones is as much an essential feature of domestic body-politics as a crucial element of larger socio-ideological apparatuses. As we have seen, Atwood is indeed primarily concerned with the naming of the self into a textual construct; a process carried out with the help of various dominant icons and narratives turning man into an agent of violence and woman into a passive and unverbalized being. In order to isolate the different socio-linguistic elements contributing to this process, Atwood succeds in depicting her personae's psychological and concrete surroundings with an anthropologist's eye for culturally meaningful details. "In Love with Raymond Chandler" stands as a manifesto of the specificity of focus underlying Atwood's attempts to defamiliarize contemporary reality into a democracy of emotionally and ideologically charged objects:





An affair with Raymond Chandler, what a joy! Not because of the mangled bodies and the marinated cops and hints of eccentric sex, but because of his interest in furniture. He knew that furniture could breathe, could feel, not as we do but in a way more muffled, like the word upholstery, with its overtones of mustiness and dust, its bouquet of sunlight on ageing cloth or of scuffed leather on the backs and seats of sleazy office chairs. I think of his sofas, stuffed to roundness, satin-covered, pale-blue like the eyes of his cold blonde unbodied murderous women, beating very slowly, like the hearts of hibernating crocodiles; of his chaises longues, with their malicious pillows. He knew about front lawns too, and greenhouses, and the interior of cars.


(Good 47)





	From the influence of cheap magazines on domestic politics ("Simmering") to the imperialist biases of early twentieth-century adventure novels ("The Boy's Own Annual, 1911") or the misleadingly reassuring efficiency and glamorous sex-appeal of the Canadian lumberjack ("Someone who can run a chainsaw without cutting off his leg. . . . Power, quiet and sane. Knowing what to do, doing it well. Sexy." [53]), Atwood's iconographical and narratological games seek to demonstrate how specific patterns of power relations are always already engraved on the most seemingly trivial and innocuous aspects of our everyday lives.17 Atwood's concern with the painful discrepancy between the textual and the existential self indirectly brings us back to the issue of whether her hybrid vignettes should be read as (prose) "poems" or as (short) short "stories." If one chooses the latter option, one is inevitably confronted with a series of texts constantly drawing attention to their double function as both indispensable tools for individuation and ideologically-charged and potentially oppressive models interiorized since one's earliest youth. By contrast, reading Atwood's short shorts as "poems" (by privileging, for instance, the strong lyrical strain which characterizes many pieces contained in Murder in the Dark and Good Bones) adds another ironical twist to Atwood's subversive use of literary genres. By focusing on the various unacknowledged politics behind our strategies of (self-)representation and the cultural formation of subjectivity, Atwood undermines a number of basic assumptions underlying the very nature of lyric poetry, a genre which has often relied on a claim to unmediated naturalness and a desire to convey the poet's (or the persona's) "true" and "authentic" voice. In this perspective, also, Atwood's use of the prose poem form—which often appears as a rather disturbing compromise between the impersonal didacticism of the parable and the intimacy of the lyric mode—is one which seeks to expose the "worldliness" of the lyric I and show the various ways in which Atwood's personae, far from being autonomous and self-present beings, appear to be spoken into existence by their socio-economic environment.


	Despite such deterministic premisses, Atwood's miniatures nevertheless generally succeed in questioning the validity of all narratives, including those which themselves allegedly seek to counteract patterns of oppression and victimization. As is often the case elsewhere in Atwood's poetry and fiction, these are, so to speak, put to the test of their own claims to practical subversiveness. While The Handmaid's Tale, for instance, appears in many ways as a cautionary tale against all forms of political extremism (whether of the right-wing fundamentalist or left-wing feminist variety), "There Was Once" is a caustic satire of one of the most fashionable political narratives currently prevailing on North-American campuses: Political Correctness. As the female critic's repeated onslaughts on the male writer's "intimidating physical role models" (Good 21) demonstrate, even the most progressive discourses (here P.C.'s feminist, left-wing and antiracist sub-texts) can end up setting new prescriptive reference models and are therefore likely to be turned into just another form of unofficial censorship. Atwood treads on dangerous ground in trying to reveal the Procrustean impulses lurking beneath alternative ideologies. For "There Was Once" suggests that "male" urges to categorize, silence or victimize are not only present in the male brain but also potentially there in the mind of anybody in a position to use a particular discourse as an assertion of power. It also underlines the necessity to transcend the antagonistic premisses underlying certain progressive discourses, some of which are occasionally used by Atwood herself as so many consciousness-raising gimmicks. (Pieces such as "Liking Men" or "Alien Territory" clearly put the blame on men rather than an abstract or cultural notion of "manhood".) This is, in any case, what Atwood has in mind when, while commenting on victims "[acknowledging] the fact that [they] are [victims] but [refusing] to accept the assumption that the role is inevitable" [Survival 37]), she warns readers of the danger of "[becoming] locked into [their] anger and fail[ing] to change [their] position" (38).


	The next question arising from Atwood's distrust of progressive discourses is that of where the prospect of a real, "positive" resistance to the hegemonic power of "prose" can possibly lie. A number of possible answers are suggested in the different examples discussed above, two of which seem to stand out in Atwood's oeuvre as a whole. As we have seen, the first step consists in a rigorous enquiry into specific causes of oppression inviting the reader to diagnose "basic victim positions" (Survival 36). As for the exact nature of the relationship between text and reader, the title-story of Murder in the Dark contains its own directions for use: "If you like, you can play games with this game. You can say: the murderer is the writer, the detective is the reader, the victim is the book" (Murder 30). The second, and arguably more positive, alternative to the reification of subversive discourses is perhaps to be found in the uncompromising playfulness and, above all, the essentially parodic mode which characterize Atwood's genre and gender politics. Atwood's narratological and iconographical "language games," most of which are founded on a perverted and/or inverted retelling of "canonical" narratives, are at work both within and against the various discourses and assumptions they are trying to question and subvert. By defamiliarizing the familiar and confronting the full political force of the seemingly transparent realities of our everyday lives, they also succeed in rewriting our perception of gender categories into positional and power-related (as opposed to merely antagonistic) terms, thereby moderating the author's own penchant for binary and, ultimately, essentialist thought models. One is reminded here of Linda Hutcheon's defense of postmodernist parody as a positive deconstructive praxis on the grounds of its capacity to "de-doxify" "politically uninnocent things" despite its "complicity with power and domination," one which "acknowledges that it cannot escape implication in that which it nevertheless still wants to analyze and maybe even undermine" (Hutcheon 4). Still, Hutcheon reminds us, "to 'de-doxify' is not to act." The somewhat bitter pessimism underlying the deconstructive impulses of Atwood's vignettes indeed confirms Hutcheon's observation that the "theory of agency" demanded by feminist agendas is "visibly lacking in postmodernism, caught as it is in a certain negativity that may be inherent in any critique of cultural dominants" (22). Likewise, Atwood's prose poems seek not so much to put forward solutions to the various "key patterns" they set out to denounce as to diagnose the various ways in which her personae fail to become aware of their real causes of oppression. Even their rare moments of insight ultimately signify a sudden loss of reassuring--albeit oppressive--certainties to live by ("thoughts [coming] with breakfast, like the juice of murdered fruits" [Good 142]) rather than the prospect of using their new awareness for the purpose of emancipation and constructive action on a social level. Atwood's apparent lack of belief in the oppressed individual's capacity for agency within a given socio-cultural dominant18 is largely the result of her distrust of the power of language to question its own ideologically-laden premisses ("How do you wash a language? There's the beginning of a bad smell, you can hear the growls, something's being eaten, once too often. Your mouth feels rotted" [Murder 49]). Torn between such a repudiation of language as a means of achieving social change and a belief in the advent of "a new order, a new birth, possibly holy" in which "the animals will be named again" (Good 92), the pieces of Murder in the Dark and Good Bones plead for the visionary powers of a "Third Eye," a new plural, protean and essentially nameless logic which could nevertheless lead to "the word, the one that will finally be right. A compound, the generation of life, mud and light" (Murder 49). 
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