


Epilogue:


The Prose Poem Now





The preceding chapters have shown that the history of the contemporary prose poem in English is, above all, characterized by an enormous variety of modes, tones, forms and subject matters. It would therefore be tempting to see the prose poem not as a genre in itself but, rather, as a platform for various intergeneric negotiations, one which promotes a constant dialectical exchange not only with the various trends and modes of contemporary poetry as a whole, but also with a number of extraliterary discourses and modes of representation. Generally speaking, the texts examined so far indeed point to little more than such a latent "skeleton definition" of the genre as a prose composition labeled as a poem or a prose poem and whose "poetic" quality derives from its relationship to a poetic tradition or from its conscious subversion of a prose tradition.


	Given the prose poem's self-proclaimed status as a "boundary genre" par excellence, the impulse to set limits or decide on a number of defining "traits" which have characterized it throughout the twentieth century appears highly problematic. While I have tried to show a variousness of directions, rather than a set of definitions, the recent rise to prominence of the genre in the United States suggests that the prose poem can no longer be considered as a protean entity whose very existence depends on its relationship to the genres and traditions it belongs to or subverts. Now that a number of general trends have established themselves as characteristic of "the" American prose poem, the genre is likely to be further institutionalized into the canon of American poetry under various restrictive labels, such as the "Deep Image" prose poem, the neo-Surrealist "fable" or the language-oriented "New Prose Poem."1 If the author of prose poems writes with reference to a particular tradition and/or with a view to a particular audience, the reader is also bound to approach each individual work with a number of expectations which will vary with the current vogue. Michael Benedikt recently raised the issue of the gradual assimilation of the prose poem into the canon of American poetry. Commenting on what he sees as the inherent capacity of the prose poem to capture the rhythms of the unconscious mind, he writes:





Certainly, there's a lot of primordial, unconscious, elemental-style imagery among recent prose poems. For example, "A Man," "A Woman" (with which an unusually high proportion of prose poems start out, relative to poems in verse); Earth, Air, Water & Fire (which also make their appearance quite frequently, relative to poems in verse).


	These habits are obviously legitimate, psychologically at least, since the unconscious tends to operate in terms of basics.


						* * *


On the other hand, that kind of elemental iconography can become a bit mannered, and predictable--like the often-repeated iconography of any period. For example, roses, cloaks, birds, etc., in, say, 16th century Elizabethan poetry, or old ruins, storms, lakes and mountains, in, say, 19th century Romantic poetry.





	"If the prose poem has a long-term future as an alternative to writing poems in verse (and as an expression of the unconscious, the imagination, or whatever)," Benedikt concludes, "it will, I think, have to continue to develop in a way that is still more far-reaching--and proceed by extending itself beyond basics" ("A Few Notes" 10). Whereas the stock "elemental iconography" mentioned by Benedikt is an important hallmark of the Deep Image tradition made famous by Robert Bly, the opening formula, "A man"/"A woman," has become a recognizable feature of the "fabulist" trend still propagated by Benedikt himself and scores of younger prose poets. As we have seen, these recent developments once again call into question the status of the prose poem as a "genreless" genre resisting incorporation into the mainstream of contemporary poetry. They suggest that the prose poem is liable to turn into just another highly codified genre or, at worst, a toolbox of hackneyed ploys.2 In this respect, Naomi Shihab Nye's preliminary remarks to her 1991 collection, Mint, betray a devastatingly self-limiting conception of the genre. "I think of those pieces," she writes, "as being simple paragraphs rather than "prose poems," though a few might sneak into the prose poem category, were they traveling on their own. The paragraph, standing by itself, has a lovely pocket-sized quality. It garnishes the page, as mint garnishes a plate . . . (R. Murphy 103).


	Even though Nye claims that her "paragraphs" are not part of any tradition of the prose poem as such, this statement is nevertheless emblematic of a conspicuous lack of ambition too often encountered in recent collections and anthologies. Although some of Nye's most successful pieces have more to offer than mere garnitures, they often display a tendency to produce nothing more than a beautifully-wrought paragraph; an elegantly framed and easily consumable commodity generally thought of as less "difficult" than a lineated poem.


	Russell Edson has argued that one of the reasons for the current popularity of the prose poem is precisely "its clumsiness, its lack of expectation and ambition" ("Portrait" 301). For Edson, "the ideal prose poem . . . is a relatively short work without obvious ornament (if indeed this is not an ornament), presented on the page with the simplicity of a child's primer, including proper paragraph indents" (Letter). As another prose poet, Louis Jenkins, writes: "Think of the prose poem as a box . . . The box is made for travel, quick and light. Think of the prose poem as a small suitcase. One must pack carefully, only the essentials, too much and the reader won't get off the ground" (unpag.). According to this view, the prose poem appeals to many writers and readers primarily because of its lack of presumptuous expansiveness ("the prose poem is a frame in which the particular individual experience is framed modestly and transiently" [E. Smith 117]), its limited topical relevance and, more generally, the accessibility of its format: "the deceptively simple packaging: the paragraph" which James Tate sees as the genre's principal "means of seduction" (Lehman 202). Still, the line between studied clumsiness (or deliberate naiveté) and an unintentional lack of skill and imagination is not always easy to draw. Clearly, the kind of "cultivated nonchalance" which has become typical of Edson's own fabulist pieces is also responsible, at least in part, for the current reputation of the prose poem as a minor genre--this time, not because of its antagonistic position towards the mainstream, but as a result of its self-imposed formal and epistemological limitations.


	As the best works represented in this study demonstrate, the prose poem has nonetheless continued to live up to its original vocation as an "open" and innovative form, notably by reclaiming a number of functions which lie outside the traditional field of tonal and rhetorical expertise of poetry in verse. A desire to expand the formal and methodological possibilities of the genre is already noticeable in the work of younger poets published in various anthologies and magazines in the last ten years.3 This study should not end here without mentioning the names of two of the most accomplished representatives of the younger generation of fabulist prose poets: Marie Harris and Peter Johnson. Although one of the chief merits of these writers is that they write into the open, the common denominator of their works is an effort to reintroduce some social credibility and psychological depth into the genre--two features sorely absent from many recent collections of "well-made" absurdist prose poems. Harris and Johnson achieve an optimal balance of irony and lyricism, as well as a seemingly effortless use of language and rhythm, which prevents them from lapsing into the kind of heavy-footed self-consciousness many of their fabulist counterparts are entangled in. What makes Johnson's work particularly successful in this respect has to do with its capacity to deal not so much with types and grotesques as with "the truths that make people grotesques" (to quote from the Sherwood Anderson epigraph to his collection, Pretty Happy!) and thereby demonstrate that verbal play, pastiche and irony are not incompatible with the expression of private or collective anxieties.


	A full-length acount of the different uses to which the form has been put since the 1980s would have to consider an extremely broad spectrum of forms and methods ranging from the flamboyant textual games of Amy Gerstler's Bitter Angel to the raw, visceral confessionalism of a Stephen Berg or the image-centered poetics of a Robert Hass. One of the main strengths of a collection such as Hass' Human Wishes, which contains poems in verse and in prose, lies in its combination of two radically different ways of handling the poetic idiom--an ear for the rhythmic potentialities of prose and an awareness of the problem of language and referentiality--and therefore reflects and elaborates upon two essential directions taken by the genre throughout the twentieth century. Whereas the second part of the book consists in a collage of microtales and prose poems resembling journal entries, the opening section contains a number of more speculative pieces investigating the nature of poetry and representation. These concerns are apparent in the semi-disjunctive structure of "Spring Drawing", which is composed of a series of syntactically conventional clauses divided into paragraphs of variable length. The first paragraph of the poem is already suggestive of how Hass' preoccupation with the gap between mind and object combines with an intensely physical relationship with language: "A man thinks lilacs against white houses, having seen them in the farm country south of Tacoma in April, and can't find his way to a sentence, a brushstroke carrying the energy of brush and stroke." For all his interest in the sheer energy of the creative process and the power of words as words, however, Hass' exploration of "the meaning of meaning" in "Spring Drawing" results in "a felt need to reinvent the inner form of wishing" (3). Far from subordinating the value of individual experience to an analysis of medium, Hass seeks to "name" the real in a way that, by pointing to the erasure of distinctions between the real and the made world, as well as the physical and the abstract, holds out new connections between the spirit and the body, the intellect and the senses. Informed of by the democratic and compassionate gesture of the haiku ("Basho said: avoid adjectives of scale" [5]), his poetry longs for images that "do not say this is that" but "this is" (Twentieth 275). Such images, Hass writes--reasserting his preference for metonymy rather than metaphors--"marry the world but do not claim to possess it" (305).


	In the "experimental" camp, many recent "language-oriented" works continue to rewrite the genre into a scriptural art, apparently confirming Stephen Adams' view that the prose poem marks "the farthest remove of poetry from any pretension to speech or song toward the direction of pure writing" (198). One could, however, argue exactly the opposite when confronted with, say, John Godfrey's When the Weather Suits My Clothes or Kenward Elmslie's abecedarium of prose poems, 26 bars, both of which look back, at least formally speaking, to the vernacular, speech-based tradition of the genre inaugurated by Williams' Improvisations. Like the prose poems of Patchen's Famous Boating Party, Elmslie's pieces are meant to be recited or sung, often to the accompaniment of live music. The quirky, alliteration- and pun-ridden cadences of Elmslie's 26 bars make him one of the most independent and talented presences on the prose poem scene today.


	In recent years, the speech-based tradition of the prose poem has found one of its most remarkable expressions in the work of several Native American prose poets, most notably N. Scott Momaday, Luci Tapahanso and Joy Harjo. Harjo's In Mad Love and War is a collection interconnecting verse, songs, stories, prayers, legends, chants and prose poems. Building on oral traditions of Muscogee story-telling, Harjo's prose poems often center on the healing powers of narrative in order to establish meaningful connections between the self and society. Many of them--such as "Autobiography," "Santa Fe" and "Javelina"--are confessional pieces that reflect her attempts to come to terms with her Creek heritage, from the tragic history of her tribe's removal to the present displaced condition of American Indians. More often than not, Harjo's poetic narratives seek to infuse the present with the past in a "spiral of memory" whose ultimate goal is to keep spiritual community alive and regenerate the self through dream, ritual and myth.





Despite the risk currently undergone by the genre of giving birth to a variety of highly conventionalized trends, the history of the contemporary prose poem in English remains far too polymorphous to be contained in a single definition capable of accommodating tendencies as antipodal as the speech-based poetics of Patchen's The Famous Boating Party, the scriptural premises of Silliman's "New Prose Poem," the metapoetic games of Benedikt's Mole Notes or the "Deep Images" of Bly's The Morning Glory. At this stage, however, it is safe to say that the two main competing camps in the recent history of the prose poem in English are represented by the so-called "fabulist" school and the language-oriented "New Prose Poem." According to Ron Silliman, a distinction must be made between the New Prose Poem (or what Michael Davidson calls the "new prose") and the so-called "conventional" prose poets who, like Ignatow, Edson, Benedikt, Bly and Simic, write mainly with reference to a European tradition of the genre (Sentence 95-96). This distinction, however, brings us back to the issue of the labeling and publishing "situation" of the prose poem, for the boundary between these respective schools is not always as clear-cut as Silliman and Davidson deem it to be. Despite their claims to "language-orientedness" and vanguardism, the works of several poets generally regarded as Language writers, such as Carla Harryman and Lydia Davis, are definitely not antipodal to what Silliman describes as the "mainstream" of the American prose poem. The following piece by Lydia Davis, for instance, published in Charles Bernstein's anthology of L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E writing, "43 Poets (1984)," clearly falls (perhaps too obviously) into the absurdist category made famous by Russell Edson:





The Dog Man





	A man in our office is really a dog. He does not do well, is slow and clumsy though extremely good-natured. There is also a dog in out town who is really a man and is tormented by his inability to express himself and thus cannot be good-natured but is sly and furtive and ashamed of himself. He is hated by everyone and kicked to a corner of the room. Of course, that is only one kind of dog who is really a man: another kind of dog who is really a man is like the man who is really a dog in our office, and he does very well because he is most comfortable as a dog.


(7)





	On a functional and methodological level, the "fabulists" and the Language poets are generally emblematic of the gradual emancipation of the contemporary prose poem from a conception of the genre as a piece of "poeticized" prose and of its tendency to explore the imagistic and rhetorical possibilities of already existing lyric, narrative and speculative genres and discourses. Seen from this angle, both currents can be seen to embody, in different degrees, a number of features which have characterized the whole history of the prose poem in English throughout the twentieth century. These tendencies may now be summarized as follows: (1) a tendency to hypostatize language and the act of writing and turn them into the object of investigation; (2) a desire to question the assumptions of naturalness and objectivity which underlie conventional modes of representation; (3) an impulse to be at once critically playful and playfully critical and undermine traditional boundaries between creative and utilitarian discourses; (4) a renewed emphasis on the movement of consciousness itself and on the very process of cognition which predetermines description and narrative; (5) an awareness of the necessity to reinscribe the lyric mode into a network of personal or public narratives; (6) a wish to turn the language of reason against itself and explore its uneasy interaction with the meanders of subjective consciousness; (7) a tendency not only to poeticize the "prosaic," but also to debunk the aspirations to figurativeness of the "poetic" and, thereby, enact what Barbara Johnson calls "the disfiguration of poetic language" (100).


	One of the lessons to be learned from the history of the contemporary prose poem, however, is that none of these features should be considered as necessary or essential. Given the ontological hybridity of the genre, these patterns of development are more often than not the result of conflicts which can be acknowledged and investigated but never fully resolved. As the site of a struggle over what role poetry can play in stabilizing and destabilizing dominant discourses and forms of writing, the prose poem is inevitably articulated and rearticulated in terms of its own efforts to engage in a critical struggle with the competing camps of contemporary literature and the aesthetic criteria which underlie the current literary canon. More importantly, it is from its capacity to reflect on its own past achievements and present ambitions that the prose poem has succeeded in retaining its original force as a subversive and self-critical genre and will continue to aspire to be what Jonathan Monroe describes as "poetic/literary language's own coming to self-consciousness" (35-36).


	Moving beyond traditional distinctions between the abstract and the concrete, the imagistic and the analytical, the narrative and the lyric, the figurative and the literal, the contemporary prose poem has reclaimed a new diversity of approaches and subject matters for poetry. By giving special attention to the evolution of the methodological and epistemological premises of the genre, I have tried to show that the prose poem is concerned not just with the limits of a permissible expression of subjective experience, but with understanding the close interdependence between changes in formal convention and changes in beliefs about how to apprehend the world outside art. It should now be apparent that what is at stake in the genre's multiple negotiations with literary and utilitarian discourses is the possibility of problematizing not only the nature and boundaries of poetic language but also its relevance or nonrelevance in other discursive domains. It is largely by carrying on this critical struggle with dominant aesthetic and cultural conventions that the prose poem has continued to preserve its potential for innovation till the present day.
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