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Deep Images and Things:

The Prose Poems of Robert Bly

Robert Bly's now anthologized status as a "political" poet during the Vietnam war, his often uncompromising and sometimes virulent essays on contemporary American poetry and poetics and, more recently, his interest in male and female consciousness and men's initiation rites have iconized him into an unusually popular but also most controversial figure. Even though critics have not always been unanimous in their appraisal of both Bly's creative and critical works,1 his pervasive influence as a poet, editor, anthologizer, translator, social and political commentator and literary essayist, however, cannot be ignored. Since his 1962 official début as a writer of prose poems,2 Robert Bly has also become one of America's most widely acclaimed prose poets and established himself as a major practitioner of an increasingly popular genre in American poetry. Bly's critical essays, political stances and philosophical ideas are all the more inextricably linked with the evolution of his poetic work since he has been an assiduous critic of his own poetry for the last thirty years. His use the prose poem form, in particular, is characterized by a strong sense of self-conscious craftmanship which has led him to develop his own conception and definition(s) of the genre. In an essay entitled "The Prose Poem as an Evolving Form," for instance, Bly distinguishes between three main tendencies of the modern prose poem:

We know several sorts of prose poems, the most ancient of which is the fable; David Ignatow and Russell Edson are contemporary masters of the fable. Traditionally in the fable, the story is more important than the language that carries it. Rimbaud, in Les Illuminations, invented a second sort of prose poem, inspired by the new color separations, known as "illuminations," in the printing industry; there, image and fiery language draw attention away from the story. A third sort, the object poem, centers itself not on story or image but on the object, and it holds to its fur, so to speak. My predecessors in the object poem are Jiménez and Francis Ponge.


(Selected 199)


In a general way, Bly's classification reflects at least two major impulses of the prose poem on the American scene today: a narrative trend on the one hand, and a continuation of the tradition of the object poem on the other. The former is represented by Russell Edson's humorous fables, W.S. Merwin's short Surrealist tales and countless other poets in prose, the latter by Bly himself. Whether the second "sort" of prose poems, centered on "image and fiery language," should be considered in itself as a sub-generic trend or, rather, as a formal and modal category present to a certain extent in any prose poem is arguable. In any case, the flamboyant vignettes and the prose-poetic exaltation of Rimbaud's Les Illuminations and Une Saison en enfer, while seminal in the development of a certain tradition of the French Surrealist prose poem, cannnot be considered as a major influence on the American neo-Surrealist prose poem which, as we have seen, is still dominated by the significantly more marginal figures of Max Jacob and Pierre Reverdy.


The Morning Glory (1975), Bly first full-length collection of prose poems, is a book of "thing poems" based on the close observation of an object, an animal or a landscape. In his epigraph to The Morning Glory, Bly characterizes his approach as one of Taoist respect for the irreducible completeness and particularity of things:

There is an old occult saying: whoever wants to see the invisible has to penetrate more deeply into the visible. All through Taoist and "curving lines" thought, there is the idea that our disasters come from letting nothing live for itself, from the longing we have to pull everything, even friends, in to ourselves, and let nothing alone. If we examine a pine carefully, we see how independent it is from us. When we first sense that a pine tree doesn't need us, that is has a physical life and a moral life and spiritual life that is complete without us, we feel alienated and depressed. The second time we feel it, we feel joyful. As Basho says in his wonderful poem:



The morning glory--



another thing



that will never be my friend.

(Morning 1)


Bly's adherence to Taoist principles advocating a life of absolute simplicity, naturalness and noninterference with the basic energies of life is a major underlying principle of his poetic work as a whole. His insistence on "letting things live for themselves," in particular, is of crucial importance in a study of Bly's contribution to the history of the object poem. In this respect, the first poem of the collection, "A Bird's Nest Made of White Reed Fiber," reads like a poetic manifesto of the relationship between observer and observed prevailing in Bly's prose poems. Typically, Bly invites the reader to consider the bird's nest in its irreducible but transient particularity and subsequently engages in a process of empirical meditation based on absolute self-forgetfulness:

The nest is white as the foam thrown up when the sea hits rocks! It is translucent as those cloudy transoms above Victorian doors, and swirled as the hair of those intense nurses, gray and tangled after long nights in Crimean wards. It is something made and then forgotten, like our own lives that we will entirely forget in the grave, when we are floating, nearing the shore where we will be reborn, ecstatic and black.


(3)


The thing poems of The Morning Glory can be classified into three categories according to the nature of the connection between the human and the animal element or "thing," and, more generally, between the poet and his object. The first, and most common, category of thing poems involves the abscription of human characteristics to an animal or thing. In Bly's prose poems, this anthropomorphic fallacy often encompasses much more than mere physical resemblance and acquires a cultural or historical connotation, as in the above-quoted "A Bird's Nest . . .," in which the color and texture of the nest is associated with elements of Victorian architecture, or in "Looking at a Dead Wren in My Hand," where the bird's bill is brown "with the sorrow of an old Jew whose daughter has married an athlete" (5). Earlier in the poem, the wren's legs are even ascribed a religious, quasi mythical, significance when Bly describes them as "bars of music played in an empty church . . . where no worms of Empire have ever slept." In The Morning Glory, such anthropomorphizing or "culturalizing" comparisons result in a number of emotional climaxes or moments of insight, as in the image of the lily pads rising above the water "like hands held up to receive" ("A Poem about Tennessee" [32]) or of the "Lobsters Waiting to Be Eaten in a Restaurant Window," turning up to the sky "as if praying after some catastrophe" (27).


The second type of object poem, the exact obverse of the anthropomorphic fallacy, describes a human being in terms of his or her physical, metaphorical or symbolic resemblance with an animal or an object. Examples of this zoomorphic or reifying fallacy can be found, for instance, in "Leonardo's Secret (The Virgin and St. Anne)," where the Virgin's smile, whose prior reification into an element of Leonardo Da Vinci's painting implicitly precedes the genesis of Bly's poem, "reminds you of cow's side, or a stubble field with water standing in it" (4). Bly's zoomorphic and reifying techniques are best understood in the context of his more general concern with the constant interaction between the natural world and the poetic imagination, one of the most important themes of his poetry since the short lyric vignettes of Silence in the Snowy Fields. It is therefore not surprising that the most elaborate zoomorphic descriptions of The Morning Glory should occur in the two poems about poets contained in the collection: "Watching Andrei Voznesensky Read in Vancouver" and "Seeing Creeley for the First Time." In the former, the poet has "a curious look like a wood animal," his hair "falling over the pale forehead is a little like birch branches swaying over the water," while "[his] fantastic and resonant voice booms out, like enormous dynamos, like immense waterfalls falling, tremendous winds in the west sweeping up, swirling winds carrying bits of chairs, barndoors, dust from chickenhouse floors . . ." (23). A similar method is used not only to depict Robert Creeley's physical appearance but also to render the distinctively spasmodic and elliptical tessitura of his poetic voice:

He looks astoundingly like a crow--it is unbelievable--even his hair is somehow "crow hair." Shining black, falling over his head that is full of determination to pester owls if he sees any. . . . And I suppose his language is crow language--no long open vowels, like the owl, no howls like the wolf, but instead short, faintly hollow, harsh sounds, that all together make something absolutely genuine, crow speech coming up from every feather, every source of that crow body and crow life.

(13)


"The Minister," a prose poem by Francis Ponge, whom Bly acknowledges as one of his illustrious predecessors in the genre, bears striking resemblances with Bly's acoustic portraits, which Ponge's caricature of a minister delivering a speech and compared with a cockchafer may have inspired:


A black coat with long tails, of rectilinear cut, makes him look like a cockchafer. If needs be, some applause of frenzied hands accentuates the comparison. It is when the sentences of the speech, thrown out like streamers, come to an end, beribbon the recent statue which they bind to the crowd, then float like those plumes of smoke with their knots tied and untied by the wind which ends by dispersing everything.


And soon the signatures walk in procession like cockroaches over pages strewn in disorder on a table of state furniture.

(Lyres 17)


Yet, "The Minister" is not in any way typical of Ponge's object poems in prose. In fact, Ponge very rarely succumbs to Bly's favorite "fallacies," whether zoomorphic or anthropomorphic, and, instead, prefers to have things refer to other things. In this respect, the closing sentence of the poem is a much more faithful illustration of Ponge's approach to objects, in that it seeks to establish meaningful connections between apparently unrelated things. Surprisingly enough, this third and last tendency of the object poem is hardly represented in The Morning Glory, so that the question whether Bly's anthropomorphic and zoomorphic strategies can be reconciled with his poetic ideal of "letting things alone" and, consequently, whether his thing poems really live up to his own definition of the genre, is arguable.3 As Howard Nelson has remarked: "It is symptomatic that in pointing out how independent natural beings are from us, [Bly] immediately endows them with prerequisites of humanness: moral and spiritual life. They would not need to have any of these to be worth our fascination and respect . . . . Bly wants to resist the drive to "pull everything . . . in to ourselves." At the same time, he is a poet who in describing the natural world relates it constantly to human life" (135-36). An extreme example of this occurs in the poem, "On the Rocks at Maui," in which a black crab confides to the reader that he "pray[s] all day" and hears "friends whisper to [him] in [his] dream that [he] has lost their friendship" (34).


Bly's penchant for anthropomorphic comparisons and pathetic fallacies notwithstanding, the categorical imperative to "let things alone" nevertheless indicates Bly's attempts to distinguish his epiphanic "thing poems" from the American tradition of the object poem. In "A Wrong Turning in American Poetry," an essay first published in 1963, Bly repudiates the poetry of Marianne Moore, William Carlos Williams and Charles Olson on the grounds of the uneasy relationship between poet and object. Bly condemns Moore's conception of the object poem as an "exercise in propriety," depicting only fragments of objects, "all adapted to domestic life . . . reduced to human dimensions (American 11)," while Williams' famous motto "no ideas but in things" leads to a poetry where "keeping close to the surface becomes an obsession" and the poet appears "only as a disembodied anger or an immovable eye" (13). As for Olson's "objectism," "the getting rid of the lyrical interference of the individual as ego, of the 'subject' and his soul" (advocated in Olson's famous essay on "Projective Verse") is irreconcilable with Bly's own predilection for "inwardness," which, as we will see, is one of the keystones of his poetic work.4 In the light of Bly's severe criticism of the tradition of the American object poem, one can easily understand why Bly acknowleges the author of Le Parti pris des choses as his "predecessor" in the genre. In "The Prose Poem as an Evolving Form," Bly praises Ponge's "precise" diction, which offers "language in archeological layers, drawing some words from science, others from reservoirs of words used in earlier centuries, in order to come close to the object and participate in its complication" (Selected 199). He then proceeds to quote from Ponge's essay "The Silent World Is Our Homeland:" "In these terms one will surely understand what I consider to be the true function of poetry. It is to nourish the spirit of man by giving him the cosmos to suckle. We have only to lower our standard of dominating nature, and to raise our standard of participating in it, in order to make this reconciliation take place" (200).


Unlike Ponge's object poems, which, more often than not, display an erudite and playful use of archaic and scientific vocabulary, Bly's thing poems are written in a language of an elemental, often quasi-archetypal simplicity. Despite this essential stylistic difference, Bly's conviction that "our disasters come from letting nothing live for itself" shares the premises of Ponge's utopian reconciliation between the poet and nature. In a poem such as "The Large Starfish," it also becomes apparent that Bly, despite his propensity to indulge in anthropomorphic fallacies, does not fail completely in his endeavors to establish a relationship of equality and respect with the natural world he describes:


How slowly and evenly it moves! The starfish is a glacier, going sixty miles a year! It moves over the pink rock, by means I cannot see . . . and into marvelously floating delicate brown weeds. It is about the size of the bottom of a pail. When I reach out to it, it holds on firmly, and then slowly relaxes . . . I suddenly take an arm and lift it. The underside is a pale tan . . . gradually I watch, thousands of tiny tubes begin rising from all over the underside . . . hundreds in the mouth, hundreds along the nineteen underarms . . . all looking . . . feeling . . . like a man looking for a woman . . . tiny heads blindly feeling for a rock and finding only air. A purple rim runs along the underside of every arm, with paler tubes. Probably its moving feet. . . .


I put him back in . . . he unfolds--I had forgotten how purple he was--and slides down into his rock groin, the snail-like feelers waving as if nothing had happened and nothing has.

(Morning 55-56)


This extract is typical of Bly's thing poems, in that the inevitable reference to human features ("the nineteen underarms . . . all looking . . . feeling . . . like a man looking for a woman")--this time partially compensated for by another interobjective comparison ("The starfish is a glacier, going sixty miles a year!")--is eventually neutralized by an assertion of the object's independent self-containedness ("the snail-like feelers waving as if nothing had happened and nothing has"). On a stylistic level, this attitude goes hand in hand with a radical distrust of abstraction which, in Bly's thing poems in particular, must also be understood in its etymological sense of ab-s-trahere ("to pull up"), a refusal to "pull" things "in to ourselves" and, thereby, negate their inalienable separateness from the human observer.

Decolonizing the Object: Bly's Neo-Romantic Utopia

As we have seen, Ponge was very much aware of the impossibility of fully respecting the integrity of the object of a poetic work. In "L'objet, c'est la poétique," one of several aesthetically self-reflexive prose poems contained in the volume Lyres, he explains:


Man is a strange body which does not have its center of gravity within itself.


Our soul is transitive. It needs an object which modifies it, like its direct complement, immediately.


This is the most serious relation (not at all of the to have but of the to be).


The artist, more than any other man, shoulders its weight, is charged with the blow.

(Lyres 150)


Ponge's full appreciation of the implications of an ontologically decentered subject goes well beyond Bly's condemnation of Marianne Moore's "exercises in propriety" in acknowledging the insuperable transitiveness of the poetic act. This "gravest connection" between the soul and its direct object, and its necessary internalization by the subject into its very being, is precisely what Bly's prose poems try to abolish, in order to get as close as possible to a literary work in the "nominative" or (as Barthes would have it, though in a totally different context) "intransitive" mode. The last sentence of "The Large Starfish" illustrates the specific nature of the interplay between the subjective and the objective world in Bly's prose poems, whose narcissistic potential is systematically thwarted by a reminder that the observer's gaze should not prevail over the thing observed. In many ways, Bly's epiphanic resolution of the walker's encounter with the starfish is the antithesis of the Joycean epiphany. Unlike Stephen's "sudden spiritual manifestations," revealing themselves to the vigilant flâneur poet, whose primary duty is to transcribe them into terms related to his own subjective experience or aesthetic design, Bly's epiphanic strolls are inscribed in an attempt to establish a connection with the object which is based on a sense of generous and disinterested empathy. Even though the thing poem shares the underlying principle of Joyce's epiphanies to create a poetic space for the prosaic, in that it systematically aims at bringing out the spiritual value of simple objects or mundane incidents, Bly's "objects" are presented in their irreducible subjectivity. Joyce's fragments, by contrast, are merely signs to be interpreted and internalized by a subject in search of a new spiritual insight. Typically, the occasional exclamatory sentence ("How slowly and evenly it moves!") also contributes to reasserting the speaker's admiring puzzlement in front of the starfish's being and, indirectly, the relative imperviousness of the animal's life to the observer's gaze. The issue of the relationship between writer and object in Bly's prose poems is more openly commented on in one of the most successful pieces of the collection, "November Day at McClure's":


Alone in the jagged rock at the south end of McClure's Beach. The sky low. The sea grows more and more private, as afternoon goes on, the sky comes down closer, the unobserved water rushes out to the horizon, horses galloping in a mountain valley at night. The waves smash up the rock, I find flags of seaweed high on the worn top, forty feet up, thrown up overnight, separated water still pooled there, like the black ducks that fly desolate, forlorn, and joyful over the seething swells, who never "feel pity for themselves," and "do not lie awake weeping for their sins." In their blood cells the vultures coast with furry necks extended, watching over the desert for signs of life to end. It is not our life we need to weep for. Inside us there is some secret. We are following a narrow ledge around a mountain, we are sailing on skeletal eerie craft over the buoyant ocean.

(Morning 39)


Bly's paraphrase of Whitman's praise of the independent self-containedness of animals in Song of Myself ("I think I could turn and live with animals, they are so placid and self-contained / . . . / They do not sweat and whine about their condition, / They do not lie awake in the dark and weep for their sins" [73]), which he extends to the natural world in general through his oxymoronic description of the "unobserved water," is closely related with his neo-Romantic conception of the goals and methods of modern poetry. The future of modern poetry, Bly has explained, lies not in a continuation of the modernist tradition of "irony" (a mode denying the assumption of unmediated apprehension and expression underlying Bly's poetry as a whole) advocated by Eliot and Pound, but in an effort to internalize and carry through the Romantic project to reach a "unity of consciousness" between man and nature (News 5). In The Morning Glory, Bly rewrites Ponge's poetic utopia of "lower[ing] our standard of dominating nature" into this yet unrealized neo-Romantic project. The basic principles of the thing poem follow the premises of the Romantic belief in nature as the symbol of a spiritual truth and, above all, Emerson's insistence on a direct and unmediated apprehension of natural forms "in and for themselves" (Emerson 9). In Bly's writings, this refusal to indulge in an attitude of narcissistic lyricism goes hand in hand with a phenomenological extension of the Transcendentalist refusal to colonize nature, not only concretely (as in Emerson's "Hamatreya," where the presumptuous first settlers of Concord, Massachusetts, anxious to take possession of the land, hear the "Earth-song" and are reminded that the earth will never belong to anyone) but also, as we have seen, through the very act of observing and its poetic articulation into form.


Finally, Bly's Romantic faith in dialectic relationships between specificity and universality is also characteristic of the Transcendentalist poets he acknowledges as early masters of the thing poem (Selected 200). Although all the poems of The Morning Glory focus on a specific animal, thing, place or incident encountered by the poet on one of his solitary strolls, they are usually pervaded with an atmosphere of universality and palimpsestic atemporality, conveyed here by the metaphor of the "Siamese temple walls" and, more generally, through the use of the starkly elemental syntax and "archetypal" vocabulary which have been the hallmarks of Bly's style since the early landscape-poems of Silence in the Snowy Fields. Where Emerson's discussion of the principles of particularity and universality in language and nature and of the correspondences between natural and spiritual phenomena ("1. Words are signs of natural facts. / 2. Particular natural facts are symbols of particular spiritual facts." [Emerson 14]) led to the apprehension of an omnipresent divine principle (the "Over-Soul"), Bly's poems carry a sense of universality achieved through a double process of mythification and mythopoeticization of the local and the particular. In this respect, Bly also shares the Fugitive movement's commitment to a ritualization of traditionalist and regionalist poetry (a connection Bly himself would probably disavow on the grounds of the Fugitivists' subscription to a poetry of New Critical wit, ambiguity and irony), as exemplified, for example, by John Crowe Ransom's mythopoeic transfiguration of the anonymous toil of Mississippi harvesters into a chivalric ceremony in "Antique Harvesters."

Privacy and the Art of Artlessness

Bly's choice of the prose poem form--which he defines as "the final stage of the unpretentious style" (News 210) initiated by the German Romantics in reaction against "the peak of human arrogance" (3) of eighteenth century literature--is also in keeping with the Transcendentalist emphasis on solitude and meditation ("When I write poems, I need to be near grass that no one else sees, as here, where I sit for an hour under the cotton wood" [Morning 71]) which permeates The Morning Glory. "The virtue of art," Emerson has said, lies "in detachment, in sequestering one object from the embarrassing variety:"


Until one thing comes out from the connection of things, there can be enjoyment, contemplation, but no thought. Our happiness and unhappiness are unproductive. The infant lies in a pleasing trance, but his individual character and his practical power depend on his daily progress in the separation of things, and dealing with them one at a time. Love and all the passions concentrate all existence around a single form. It is the habit of certain minds to give an all-excluding fulness to the object, the thought, the word they alight upon, and to make that for the time the deputy of the world. These are the artists, the orators, the leaders of society.

(307)


This concern with the uniqueness of the moment and the particularity of things is an important aspect of Bly's relationship with the history of the object poem. Bly's thing poem is, so to speak, a literal generic translation of Emerson's precepts to deal with things "one at a time" and "give an all-excluding fulness to the object." The status of "deputy of the world" conferred upon the object is also typical of the thing poem's democratic approach to a reality consisting of discrete units, each of which deserves equal attention in its poetic treatment. Indeed, The Morning Glory as a whole reads like the diary of a solitary walker who takes the time to stroll about and stop to consider things or incidents often not considered worthy of attention. In this sense, also, Bly's meditative sketches once again crystallize a major tendency of the modern prose poem to sublimate or "defamiliarize" the trivial or prosaic.5

Bly has commented on his decision to write his object or "thing" poems in prose. "One August day," says Bly, "watching a rain shower, I was astounded at how many separate events were taking place only once. Each needed to be given space in the poem separately, and I was glad for the prose poem form" ("What" 45). In "A Hollow Tree," as in all of the poems of The Morning Glory, a single object is given an independent treatment in its temporal and local uniqueness. The process of progressive apprehension of the object is here punctuated by a description à tiroirs, first of the hollow stump as a whole, then of its "temple walls," the inside of the tree and the feathers:


I bend over an old hollow cottonwood stump, still standing, waist high, and look inside. Early spring. Its Siamese temple walls are all brown and ancient. The walls have been worked on by the intricate ones. Inside the hollow walls there is privacy and secrecy, dim light. And yet some creature has died here.


On the temple floor feathers, gray feathers, many of them with a fluted white tip. Many feathers. In the silence many feathers.

(11)


"The prosodic unit in any prose poem," Bly has said, "is the sentence rather than the line," while "the nearest relative to the thing poem is not the essay or the short story but the haiku" (Selected 201). In this respect, each sentence of Bly's prose poems is an autarchic microcosm in Bly's egalitarian universe, a unit which could often stand on its own, like the last three, haiku-like sentences of "A Hollow Tree," but is inserted in the larger self-contained unit of the prose poem itself. The prose poem thus carries out the object poem's utopian principles through more explicit syntactic and typographical strategies, in that the inherent completeness of the object (or the Whitmanesque "self-containedness" of Bly's animals) is emphasized by the very typographical density of the prose block. This framing of the object into a "block-like" unit would be difficult to reproduce by means of the sparser typographical stategies at work in a lineated poem.


The sense of "density" which characterizes Bly's prose poems also distinguishes his treatment of objects from that of other poets, say, in the Imagist or Objectivist tradition. Although Bly, the Imagists and the Objectivists clearly exhibit the same emphasis on the image as the primary unit of meaning, their use of typography is completely different. Where the Imagist poem involved an succinct and instantaneous presentation of an object in its specific isolatedness (which reaches an extreme in the severe sobriety of, say, George Oppen's Objectivism), the object in the prose poem is engulfed in--and continually fleshed out by--a flow of syntactic continuation within and between the paragraphs. The prose poem becomes thus an appropriate medium for meditative descriptions in the continuous (as opposed to progressive) present, an alloy of prosaic flow and lyric presence which is still characteristic of most prose poems written today. Unlike its verse equivalent, in which the abruptness of the line breaks creates a pervasive sense of disruption and interruption, the thing poem in prose enables one to "stay close to the senses for half a page." According to Bly, the strength of the prose poem therefore lies in its sense of stylistic and emotional "intimacy" as well as its capacity to create a medium in which "the conscious mind gives up, at least to a degree, the adversary position it usually adopts toward the unconscious" (202).


Intimacy of feeling and experience, combined with an attitude of quiet wonder, characterizes both the tone and the form of The Morning Glory. As suggested by the "privacy and secrecy" prevailing inside the hollow tree, Bly has defined his prose poems as a kind of "private religion" akin to ancient "Mysteries" and other initiation rites ("What" 45). This notion of the poem as a ritual, or a private, religious and atemporal act, is emphasized by the many allusions to ancient civilizations (the "Siamese temple" in the above quoted poem) and Christian symbolism, in particular, as in "Christmas Eve Service at Midnight at St. Michael's," in which the notion of "mystery" acquires an explicitly Eucharistic connotation (Morning 74).


The formal features of the prose poem (at least according to Bly's own way of understanding and practicing the genre) rest on a similar sense of privacy and intimacy. Indeed, the "block-like" make-up of the thing poem in prose--along with the already-mentioned methodical accent on the temporal and local situatedness of the object or incident decribed--often makes it resemble a diary entry. In many cases, the kinship between the thing poem and diary writing is already apparent in the titles and opening sentences, as in "The Large Starfish" ("It is low tide. Fog. I have climbed down the cliffs from Pierce Ranch to the tide pools. Now the ecstasy of the low tide, kneeling down, alone." [55]) and "Finding a Salamander on Inverness Ridge:"


Walking. Afternoon. The war still going on, I stoop down to pick up a salamander. He is halfway across the mossy forest path. He is dark brown, fantastically cold in my hand. This one is new to me--the upper part of his eyeball light green . . . strange bullfrog eyes.

(48)


Such syntactic and lexical artlessness is confirmed and reinforced by the presence of a lyric voice which is supposed to be that of the poet himself. In this respect, the thing poem as a genre reacts against the taking-for-granted of the existence of a poetic persona necessarily and (de-)ontologically dissociated from the poet's person. This assumption has long been internalized by Western poetics and Anglo-Saxon criticism, in particular, since its official ratification by the New Critics in the name of the paradox-ambiguity-irony triptych and the radical autonomy of Cleanth Brooks' "well-wrought urn." The notion of a poetic persona, however, would be absolutely irrelevant in a discussion of Chinese or Japanese poetry, including the haiku, which Bly acknowledges as a the nearest relative of the prose poem (Selected 201).6 The prose poem, which is composed "away from the writers' desk, and in the presence of the object" (201), tends to incorporate the equation of the poet's voice with the lyric "I" into a poetics of radical presence verging on the immanentist (and latently animistic) symbolism characteristic of haiku poetry, as in the opening paragraph from "Grass from Two Years:"


When I write poems, I need to be near grass that no one else sees, as here, where I sit for an hour under the cotton wood. The long grass has fallen over until it flows. Whatever I am . . . if the great hawks come to look for me, I will be here in this grass. I feel a warmth in my stomach being near this grass. Knobby twigs have dropped on it. The summer's grass still green crosses some dry grass beneath, like the hair of the very old, that we stroke in the morning.

(71)


Commenting on the genre's potential for celebrating the ordinary, Bly has written that "we often feel in a prose poem a man or a woman talking not before a crowd, but in a low voice to someone he is sure is listening" (61). "A Caterpillar on the Desk" is a good example of how the poems of The Morning Glory articulate the observer's wonder at the usual into an expression of poeticized domesticity:


Lifting my coffee cup, I notice a caterpillar crawling over my sheet of ten-cent airmail stamps. The head is black as a Chinese box. Nine soft accordions follow it around, with a waving motion, like a flabby mountain. Skinny brushes used to clean pop bottles rise from some of its shoulders. As I pick up the sheet of stamps, the catterpillar advances around and around the edge, and I see his feet: three pairs under the head, four spongelike pairs under the middle body, and two final pairs at the tip, pink as a puppy's hind legs. As he walks, he rears, six pairs of legs off the stamp, waving around in the air! One of the sponge pairs, and the last two tail pairs, the reserve feet, hold on anxiously. It is the first of September. The leaf shadows are less ferocious on the notebook cover. A man accepts his failures more easily--or perhaps summer's insanity is gone? A man notices ordinary earth, scorned in July, with affection, as he settles down to his daily work, to use stamps.

(67)


In the light of this kind of poem, one can understand why Jonathan Monroe described Bly's relationship to the prose poem as a drawing away from his political poetry and a "depoliticiz[ation] of what has been historically a highly charged, polemical, form-smashing genre for the sake of ecstatic religious content and a focus on domestic concerns and the inner life" (301). In This Body Is Made of Camphor and Gopherwood (1977), Bly's second collection of prose poems, this focus on inwardness and domesticity is put at the service of an exploration of the dialectics of inner and outer reality. Unlike The Morning Glory, This Body is a work centered on a single subject; rather than a collection of individual poems, it is a book-length investigation and celebration of the metaphor of the body, which Bly sees as a universal source of basic energies of being and creation. Another essential difference between This Body and The Morning Glory is that the former seems to focus not so much on specific things, animals or places as on the very process of perception and consciousness. The phenomenological strategies at work in This Body, however, constantly waver between the intellectual, the emotional and the purely sensory, for Bly sees the soul and the body as two related aspects of the same life. To quote Charles Molesworth, the prose poems of This Body attempt to render "the data of consciousness understood not as thought, but as bodily sensation" (138):


My friend, this body is food for the thousand dragons of the air, each dragon light as a needle. This body loves us, and carries us home from our hoeing.


It is ancient, and full of the bales of sleep. In its vibrations the sun rolls along under the earth, the spouts over the ocean curl into our stomach . . . water revolves, spouts seen by skull eyes at mid-ocean, this body of herbs and gopherwood, this blessing, this lone ridge patrolled by water . . . . I get up, morning is here. The stars still out; the black winter sky looms over the unborn lambs. The barn is cold before dawn, the gates slow . . . .


This body longs for itself far out at sea, it floats in the black heavens, it is a brilliant being, locked in the prison of human dullness . . . .

("Going Out to Check the Ewes" [This 23])


As most poems of the collection, "Going Out to Check the Ewes" consists of a succession of discrete images and impressions immersed in the wider flow of the poet's day-dreaming imagination. In this particular form of languorous, half-awakened reverie, reality is perceived as a fluid succession of ephemeral and infinitely malleable moments of quiet awareness. Bly's attempts to dissolve the traditional body-soul dichotomy ruling Western thought into the all-inclusive metaphor of the universal body seem to resolve, at least in part, the problematic relationship between subject and object, observer and observed, explored in the thing poems of The Morning Glory. Indeed, Bly's body-metaphor is at once the cause and the consequence of its own existence. Complete in and unto itself, it longs for its own healing powers, which are derived from invisible energies lying outside or beyond language. While the body itself and its revelatory potential remain unverbalized, the poet's ability to "[gather] ecstasies from [his] own body" ("The Pail" [47]) nevertheless enables him to attend to the process of revelation itself:


This body holds its protective walls around us, it watches us whenever we walk out. Each step we take in conversation with our friends, moving slowly or flying, the body watches us, calling us into what is possible, into what is not said, into the shuckheap of ruined arrowheads, or the old man with two fingers gone.

("Falling Into Holes in Our Sentences" [29])


Bly's emphasis on the mind's movement from perception to vision involves the discovery of some secret, deep and resonant, but nonetheless ineffable, wisdom hidden beneath the phenomenal world. Such revelation, he concludes, is meant to elicit "no sentimentality, only the ruthless body performing its magic, transforming each of our confrontations into energy, changing our scholarly labors over white-haired books into certainty and healing power, and our cruelties into an old man with missing fingers." In this respect, the poems contained in This Body are representative of Bly's emphasis on the prose poem as a healing influence on the reader's emotional life. As for the prose poem's closeness to the senses, rather than to the intellect, it is indicative of what he sees as the genre's essential role as "a healing form for an overtly mental culture" (Interview). Grounded as it is in the poet's felt encounter with the natural world, as well as in the personal intuition of the universal in the particulars of experience, Bly's belief in the existence of a yet-to-be-discovered, primitive consciousness is also characteristic of the so-called "Deep Image" his poetry has been associated with since the mid-1960s. Like Bly's body-centered immanentism, the "Deep Image" poem usually delivers a moment of mystical enlightenment rooted in the poet's observation of his/her concrete surroundings, but eventually emerging from the deepest recesses of the subconscious.7

In this respect, Bly's prose poems--most of which depend on a similar sense of creative empathy with the natural or inanimate world--can be usefully contrasted with the work of David Ignatow, a poet usually associated with the "fabulist" trend of the neo-Surrealist prose poem. Ignatow's object and landscape poems in prose combine the stern, meditative stance of the Deep Image poem with elements of absurdism and Surrealism reminiscent of Russell Edson's prose poems-fables. As is often the case in Ignatow's poetry, such a combination results in a number of irony- and anxiety-laden psychological landscapes. The prose poem, "I Identify"--in which the poet seeks to relate to the wooden shed in his neighbor's backyard and concludes: "I am identified with the necessary, whether I myself am necessary" (New 170)--is a typical example of Ignatow's transformation of the object poem into a means of dramatizing a philosophical or existential dilemma. Unlike Bly, who discovers hidden treasures of metaphorical depth in the most innocuous details of domestic or pastoral life, Ignatow emphasizes the inability of the human mind to truly make sense of its relationship with inanimate matter and go beyond a recognition of its own insubstantiality and impermanence. "Talking to Myself," in which Ignatow puts the accent on the indifference of the natural world to the poet's attempts to understand and celebrate it, reads like a debunked version of Bly's "A Hollow Tree:"

About my being a poet, the trees certainly haven't expressed an interest, standing at a distance. I'd expect that at least they'd try to learn something new besides growing their leaves, old stuff by now, and anyway it's done by so many others. Wouldn't these trees want to know what they'll be doing in a hundred years, what they look like now, how they stand, what's their name, where they are and what they actually do in winter and in summer, deaf, dumb and happy as they are? Not happy, simply willing to go on as always. Not even willing, just doing what comes naturally. To them I might as well be dead or a tree.

To stay among the trees as if I were at home, arrived from a long journey, I am digging a place for a burial with my feet.

(Facing 37)


Ignatow does not shun abstraction and discursiveness in the name of the "ineffable" quality of the speaker's emotive response to the landscape. Far form indulging in the archetypal rhetoric of The Morning Glory and This Body, his prose poems display an increased self-consciousness about the act of writing and the psycholinguistic strategies at work in the so-called object or landscape poem. As he writes in "My Own House:"

As I view the leaf, my theme is not the shades of meaning that the mind conveys of it but my desire to make the leaf speak to tell me, Chlorophyll, chlorophyll, breathlessly. I would rejoice with it and, in turn, would reply, Blood, and the leaf would nod. Having spoken to each other, we would find our topics inexhaustible and imagine, as I grow old and the leaf begins to fade and turn brown, the thought of being buried in the ground would become so familiar to me, so thoroughly known through conversation with the leaf, that my walk among the trees after completing this poem would be like entering my own house.

(New 152)


The assumptions of artlessness, naturalness and immediacy which constitute the premises of Bly's prose poems, whose main purpose is to help to "heal to wound of abstraction" (Body 61), have also been the target of much criticism. In his review of This Body Is Made of Camphor and Gopherwood, sardonically retitled "This Book is Made of Turkey Soup and Star Music," Philip Dacey denounces Bly's use of an archaic vocabulary and a solemn simplicity of diction (as well as his consistent use of simple declarative present-tense sentences) as a particularly insidious form of literary demagogy. He argues that the claims to artlessness of his style paradoxically result in a rather high degree of affection and inflation. Although Bly "rails against artifice in poetry," Dacey writes, many of the prose poems in This Body are "more artificial--pieces clearly contrived in a language one is not likely to hear outside the poem--than virtually any of, say, Frost's poems in blank verse." Whereas "Frost and countless others achieve the natural or a semblance of it through the artificial," he continues, "Bly wishes to bypass the latter and ends up smack in the middle of it" (Nelson 164). The most articulate objection to Bly's poetics of "naive" directness and immediacy is raised by Robert Pinsky, who condemns Bly's reliance on a rather predictable lexical and visual decorum and chides him for his "more-imagistic-than-thou" attitude (Pinsky 77). More generally, Pinsky dismisses the simple, "archetypal" rhetoric of the Deep Image poem as a rather dull, hackneyed and, ultimately, complacent form of neo-Surrealism: "One of the most contemporary strains in contemporary poetry is often interior, submerged, free-playing, elusive, more fresh than earnest, more eager to surprise than to tell. The "surrealist" diction associated with such writing sometimes suggests, not a realm beyond surface reality, but a particular reality, hermetically primitive, based on a new poetic diction: "breath," "snow," "future," "blood," "silence," "eats," "water," and most of all "light" doing the wildly unexpected . . . . This is a kind of one-of-the-guys surrealism" (162-63).


The implications of Pinsky's statements are two-fold: (1) the codification of poetic language into a generic vocabulary can easily turn the "studied naturalness" of Bly's prose poems into a new form of mannerism; (2) the sense of "authentic" "immediacy" created by Bly's prose poems (which are allegedly written in some silent and secret place "with no one watching" [Morning 20]) always already depends on the existence of a "voice" which is certainly not that which is used by the poet in his everyday life. As we have seen, Bly's prose poems, despite their claim to lyric directness, are never completely immune to a certain amount of "unspontaneous" contamination, if only in the form of the author's favorite pathetic fallacies. In this sense, Bly's search for an unmediated expression of the self and its relationship to a pristinely "natural" environment is itself a form of artifice, for it seeks to elude the necessary distance between the pre-verbal sensory experience and its elaboration into form. By turning the poem into an act of "pure" perception, Bly denies the gap between apprehension and representation dramatized in the playful but tortured psychological frustrations of Ignatow's prose poems.8

Pinsky's "antidote" to the somewhat stilted spontaneity of the Deep-Image poem and its failed attempt to convey "immediate" experience in an unself-conscious way (a feature the Deep Image poem shares with confessional poetry, another prominent poetic mode in the 1960s and early 1970s) lies in a rejection of the old modernist mistrust of abstraction and statement and, in particular, the Imagist notion that "a poet presents, rather than tells about, a sensory experience" (Pinsky 3). Because poetic expression is always already exposed to a certain form of narrative or abstract "contamination," poetry should reclaim the possibilities of narrative and abstract discourses. According to Pinsky--who sees poetic language as the site of a permanent struggle not only between the imagistic and the abstract, but also between artifice and artlessness--the kind of self-celebratory neo-primitivism advocated by Robert Bly and other Deep Image poets tends to swing the pendulum too far away from what a poem is actually made of. As the closing part of this study will show, the reclamation of abstract and narrative modes, as well as the renewal of a certain self-consciousness about the process of poetic creation, have proved central to the development of some of the most recent trends of the American prose poem.

