
The Edinburgh Companion to 
the Prose Poem

6637_Caws & Delville.indd   i6637_Caws & Delville.indd   i 10/09/20   1:28 PM10/09/20   1:28 PM



Published

The Edinburgh Companion to Virginia Woolf 
and the Arts
Edited by Maggie Humm

The Edinburgh Companion to Twentieth-Century 
Literatures in English
Edited by Brian McHale and 
Randall Stevenson

A Historical Companion to Postcolonial 
Literatures in English
Edited by David Johnson and Prem Poddar

A Historical Companion to Postcolonial 
Literatures – Continental Europe and its 
Empires
Edited by Prem Poddar, Rajeev Patke and 
Lars Jensen

The Edinburgh Companion to Twentieth-
Century British and American War 
Literature
Edited by Adam Piette and Mark Rowlinson

The Edinburgh Companion to Shakespeare 
and the Arts
Edited by Mark Thornton Burnett, 
Adrian Streete and Ramona Wray 

The Edinburgh Companion to Samuel Beckett 
and the Arts
Edited by S. E. Gontarski

The Edinburgh Companion to the Bible and 
the Arts
Edited by Stephen Prickett

The Edinburgh Companion to Modern Jewish 
Fiction
Edited by David Brauner and Axel Stähler

The Edinburgh Companion to Critical Theory
Edited by Stuart Sim

The Edinburgh Companion to the Critical 
Medical Humanities
Edited by Anne Whitehead, Angela Woods, 
Sarah Atkinson, Jane Macnaughton and 
Jennifer Richards

The Edinburgh Companion to Nineteenth-
Century American Letters and Letter-Writing
Edited by Celeste-Marie Bernier, Judie Newman 
and Matthew Pethers

The Edinburgh Companion to T. S. Eliot and 
the Arts
Edited by Frances Dickey and 
John D. Morgenstern

The Edinburgh Companion to Children’s 
Literature
Edited by Clémentine Beauvais and Maria 
Nikolajeva 

The Edinburgh Companion to Atlantic Literary 
Studies
Edited by Leslie Eckel and Clare Elliott

The Edinburgh Companion to the First World 
War and the Arts
Edited by Ann-Marie Einhaus and Katherine 
Isobel Baxter

The Edinburgh Companion to Fin de Siècle 
Literature, Culture and the Arts
Edited by Josephine M. Guy

The Edinburgh Companion to Animal Studies
Edited by Lynn Turner, Undine Sellbach and 
Ron Broglio

The Edinburgh Companion to Contemporary 
Narrative Theories
Edited by Zara Dinnen and Robyn Warhol

The Edinburgh Companion to Anthony Trollope
Edited by Frederik Van Dam, David Skilton and 
Ortwin Graef

The Edinburgh Companion to the Short Story 
in English
Edited by Paul Delaney and Adrian Hunter

The Edinburgh Companion to the Postcolonial 
Middle East
Edited by Anna Ball and Karim Mattar

The Edinburgh Companion to Ezra Pound and 
the Arts
Edited by Roxana Preda

The Edinburgh Companion to Elizabeth Bishop
Edited by Jonathan Ellis

The Edinburgh Companion to Gothic and 
the Arts
Edited by David Punter

The Edinburgh Companion to Literature and 
Music
Edited by Delia da Sousa Correa

The Edinburgh Companion to D. H. Lawrence 
and the Arts
Catherine Brown and Susan Reid

The Edinburgh Companion to the Prose Poem
Mary Ann Caws and Michel Delville

https://edinburghuniversitypress.com/series/ecl

Edinburgh Companions to Literature and the Humanities

6637_Caws & Delville.indd   ii6637_Caws & Delville.indd   ii 10/09/20   1:28 PM10/09/20   1:28 PM



The Edinburgh 
Companion to 

the Prose Poem

Edited by Mary Ann Caws 
and Michel Delville

6637_Caws & Delville.indd   iii6637_Caws & Delville.indd   iii 10/09/20   1:28 PM10/09/20   1:28 PM



Edinburgh University Press is one of the leading university presses in 
the UK. We publish academic books and journals in our selected subject 
areas across the humanities and social sciences, combining cutting-edge 
scholarship with high editorial and production values to produce academic 
works of lasting importance. For more information visit our website: 
edinburghuniversitypress.com 

© editorial matter and organization Mary Ann Caws and 
 Michel Delville, 2021
© the chapters their several authors, 2021

Edinburgh University Press Ltd
The Tun—Holyrood Road, 12(2f) Jackson’s Entry, Edinburgh EH8 8PJ

Typeset in 10 / 12 Adobe Sabon by
IDSUK (DataConnection) Ltd, and
printed and bound in Great Britain.

A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 4744 6274 7 (hardback)
ISBN 978 1 4744 6275 4 (webready PDF)
ISBN 978 1 4744 6276 1 (epub)

The right of Mary Ann Caws and Michel Delville to be identifi ed as the 
editor of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, 
Designs and Patents Act 1988, and the Copyright and Related Rights 
Regulations 2003 (SI No. 2498).

6637_Caws & Delville.indd   iv6637_Caws & Delville.indd   iv 10/09/20   1:28 PM10/09/20   1:28 PM



Contents

List of Illustrations vii
Notes on Contributors viii
Preface xiii
Rosemary Lloyd

 Introduction 1
Mary Ann Caws and Michel Delville

Part I: Origins and Beginnings 

 1. The Birth of the Prose Poem in Nineteenth-Century France 11
Joseph Acquisto

 2. Impressionism and the Prose Poem: Rimbaud’s Artful Authenticity 23
Aimée Israel-Pelletier

 3. Novalis’ Hymnen an die Nacht and the Prose Poem avant la lettre 35
Jonathan Monroe

 4. Thyrsus & Palimpsest: De Quincey’s infl uence on Baudelaire’s 
Le Spleen de Paris 50
Nikki Santilli

 5. A Dangerous Hybridity: The Prose Poem at the fi n de siècle 67
Margueritte Murphy

Part II: Visual Mediations

 6. Cubism and the Prose Poem 91
Mary Ann Caws

 7. The Modern French Prose Poem and Visual Art 103
Emma Wagstaff

 8. The Homeless Heart: Abstraction and the Prose Poem 121
Richard Deming

6637_Caws & Delville.indd   v6637_Caws & Delville.indd   v 10/09/20   1:28 PM10/09/20   1:28 PM



Part III: Genres and Discourses 

 9. The Prose Poem, Flash Fiction, Lyrical Essays and Other Microgenres 137
Michel Delville

10. The Prose Poem and the Antinovel: Unsettling Form in Nathalie 
Sarraute’s Tropismes 150
Jane Monson

11. Bishop, Lowell, and the Confessional Prose Poem 168
Lizzy LeRud

12. Trans-verse: Prose Poetry, Translation and Border Crossing in 
Baudelaire and Emerson 181
Adam Ross Rosenthal

Part IV: Issues and Contexts

13. An Interruption of Boundaries: On Gender and the Prose Poem 197
Alyson Miller

14. Pastoral and Ecocritical Voices in Modern Prose Poetry 213
Lynn Domina

15. Grzegorz Wróblewski’s Kopenhaga and the Process of Inscription 230
Piotr Gwiazda

16. The Chinese Prose Poem: Generic Metaphor and the Multiple 
Origins of sanwenshi 247
Nick Admussen

17. The sanbunshi (Prose Poem) in Japan 262
Scott Mehl

18. The Arabic Prose Poem in Iraq 281
Sinan Antoon

19. After Poet’s Prose: Postgeneric Writing in the Ongoing Crisis of Verse 295
Stephen Fredman

20. Prose in Prose in Contemporary French Poetic Practice: 
Appropriation, Repurposing and Pornography 310
Jeff Barda

Index 328

vi  contents

6637_Caws & Delville.indd   vi6637_Caws & Delville.indd   vi 10/09/20   1:28 PM10/09/20   1:28 PM



List of Illustrations

Figures

Figure 15.1 The cover of Kopenhaga. Photo by Wojciech Wilczyk 243

Figure 20.1 Christophe Hanna, from “Le mauvais vitrier” 317

Figure 20.2 Jacques-Henri Michot, from ABC de la barbarie 322

Plates

Plate 1 Juan Gris (José Victoriano González-Pérez, 1887–1927. 
Spanish, active in France), Still Life Before an Open Window, 
Place Ravignan, 1915. Oil on canvas, 45/8 × 35 inches 
(115.9 × 88.9 cm). Image courtesy of Philadelphia Museum of 
Art: The Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection, 1950-134-95. 

Plate 2 Juan Gris, Still Life with Poem by Pierre Reverdy, 1915. 
Image courtesy of Norton Simon Art Foundation. 

Plate 3 Juan Gris, Still Life with Open Window, 1921. Image courtesy 
of Archivio fotografi co, Museo Reina Sofi a. 

Plate 4 Juan Gris, Le Canigou, 1921. Oil on canvas, 25½ × 39½ inches 
(64.77 × 100.33 cm). Collection Albright-Knox Art Gallery, 
Buffalo, New York; Room of Contemporary Art Fund, 1947 
(RCA1947:5). Image courtesy of Albright-Knox Art Gallery. 

6637_Caws & Delville.indd   vii6637_Caws & Delville.indd   vii 10/09/20   1:28 PM10/09/20   1:28 PM



Notes on Contributors

Joseph Acquisto is Professor of French at the University of Vermont. He specializes in 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century poetry and the novel, with particular emphasis on the 
relations among literature, music, and philosophy. His books include Poetry’s Knowing 
Ignorance (2020), Proust, Music, and Meaning (2017), The Fall Out of Redemption: 
Writing and Thinking Beyond Salvation in Baudelaire, Cioran, Fondane, Agamben, 
and Nancy (2015), and French Symbolist Poetry and the Idea of Music (2006).

Nick Admussen is an associate professor of Chinese literature at Cornell University. He 
is the author of the scholarly monograph Recite and Refuse: Contemporary Chinese 
Prose Poetry (University of Hawaii Press, 2016), the translator of Ya Shi’s poetry 
collection Floral Mutter (Zephyr, 2019), and the author of two collections of original 
prose poetry, Movie Plots (Epiphany Editions, 2011) and Stand Back, Don’t Fear the 
Change (New Michigan Press, 2018).

Sinan Antoon is the internationally acclaimed, multi-award-winning author of several 
collection of poems in English and Arabic and four novels which have been translated 
into many languages. His co-translation of Unfortunately, It Was Paradise, a selection 
of Mahmoud Darwish’s poems, was nominated for the PEN Prize for translation in 
2004. He teaches modern and modern Arabic literature and contemporary Arab cul-
ture and politics at NYU’s Gallatin School. 

Jeff Barda is a lecturer in French cultural studies at the University of Manchester. 
He is the author of Experimentation and the Lyric in Contemporary French Poetry 
(Palgrave, 2019) and the co-editor with Daniel Finch-Race of Textures: Processus et 
événements dans la création poétique moderne et contemporaine (Peter Lang, 2015). 
His solo publications include several articles that bring French poetic practice into 
contact with sound, performance, digital practice and law. He is currently co-editing 
with Philippe Charron a special volume on Pierre Alféri (forthcoming with Classiques 
Garnier) and working on his second monograph.

Mary Ann Caws is Distinguished Professor Emerita and Resident Professor of Com-
parative Literature, English, and French at the Graduate School of the City University 

6637_Caws & Delville.indd   viii6637_Caws & Delville.indd   viii 10/09/20   1:28 PM10/09/20   1:28 PM



of New York. She is an Offi cier of the Palmes académiques and a Chevalier dans l’ordre 
des Arts et des Lettres, holds a Doctor of Humane Letters from Union College, and is 
the recipient of Guggenheim, Rockefeller, and Getty fellowships, a fellow of the Ameri-
can Academy of Arts and Sciences, and the past president of the Modern Language and 
Literature Association and of the American Comparative Literature Association. She is 
the author of: The Eye in the Text; The Surrealist Look: an Erotics of Encounter; The 
Modern Art Cookbook; Blaise Pascal: Miracles and Reason; and Creative Gatherings: 
Meeting Places of Modernism. She is also a translator of Mallarmé, Char, des Forêts, 
Reverdy, Breton, and Desnos, and the editor of HarperCollins World Literature, The 
Yale Anthology of Twentieth Century French Poetry, The Surrealist Painters and Poets, 
and Milk Bowl of Feathers: Essential Surrealist Writings.

Michel Delville teaches literature and comparative literature at the University of Liège, 
where he directs the Interdisciplinary Center for Applied Poetics. He is the author or 
editor of some thirty books pertaining to contemporary poetics and intermedial studies, 
including The American Prose Poem (University Press of Florida, 1998), Frank Zappa, 
Captain Beefheart and the Secret History of Maximalism (with Andrew Norris; Salt, 
2005), Food, Poetry, and the Aesthetics of Consumption: Eating the Avant-Garde 
(Routledge, 2009), Crossroads Poetics: Text, Image, Music, Film & Beyond (Litteraria 
Pragensia, 2013), Undoing Art (with Mary Ann Caws; Quodlibet, 2017) and The Poli-
tics and Aesthetics of Hunger and Disgust (with Andrew Norris; Routledge, 2018). His 
books of prose poetry include Le troisième corps (Le Fram, 2005), which was trans-
lated into English by Gian Lombardo as Third Body (Quale Press, 2009) and Anything 
& Everything (Quale Press, 2016). 

Richard Deming, Director of Creative Writing in the Department of English at Yale 
University, is a poet, art critic, and theorist whose work explores the intersections of 
poetry, philosophy, and visual culture. His fi rst collection of poems, Let’s Not Call It 
Consequence (Shearsman, 2008), received the 2009 Norma Farber Award from the 
Poetry Society of America. His most recent book of poems, Day for Night, appeared 
in 2016. He is also the author of Listening on All Sides: Toward an Emersonian Ethics 
of Reading (Stanford University Press, 2008); Art of the Ordinary: The Everyday 
Domain of Art, Film, Literature, and Philosophy (Cornell University Press, 2018); 
and Touch of Evil (Bloomsbury/British Film Institute, 2020). 

Lynn Domina is the author of several books, including two collections of poetry, 
Corporal Works and Framed in Silence. Her scholarly work includes books on the 
Harlem Renaissance, Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony, and Lorraine Hansberry’s 
A Raisin in the Sun. She has also published articles on Elizabeth Keckley, N. Scott 
Momaday, ecocriticism, and other topics. She serves as Head of the English Depart-
ment at Northern Michigan University. 

Stephen Fredman, originally from California, is Emeritus Professor of English at 
the University of Notre Dame, Indiana, where he taught from 1980 to 2017. He is 
the author of four monographs: Poet’s Prose: The Crisis in American Verse (1983, 
1990); The Grounding of American Poetry: Charles Olson and the Emersonian Tra-
dition (1993); A Menorah for Athena: Charles Reznikoff and the Jewish Dilemmas 

 notes on contributors ix

6637_Caws & Delville.indd   ix6637_Caws & Delville.indd   ix 10/09/20   1:28 PM10/09/20   1:28 PM



of Objectivist Poetry (2001); and Contextual Practice: Assemblage and the Erotic in 
Postwar Poetry and Art (2010). He has edited four volumes: A Concise Companion 
to Twentieth-Century American Poetry (2005); Form, Power, and Person in Robert 
Creeley’s Life and Work, with Steve McCaffery (2010); How Long Is the Present: 
Selected Talk Poems of David Antin (2014); and a critical edition of Robert Creeley’s 
Presences: A Text for Marisol (2018). His most recent book, American Poetry as 
Transactional Art, appeared in June 2020 in the Modern and Contemporary Poetics 
Series of the University of Alabama Press. His article “A Poetry of All Poetries: Robert 
Duncan at 100” was posted on the Poetry Foundation website on February 7, 2019.

Piotr Gwiazda has translated Grzegorz Wróblewski’s Kopenhaga (2013) and Zero 
Visibility (2017). He is also the author of two critical studies, US Poetry in the Age 
of Empire, 1979–2012 (2014) and James Merrill and W.H. Auden: Homosexuality 
and Poetic Infl uence (2007), and three books of poetry: Aspects of Strangers (2015), 
Messages (2012), and Gagarin Street (2005). His essays and reviews have appeared in 
many journals, including American Poetry Review, Asymptote, Chicago Review, Con-
temporary Literature, Jacket2, Journal of European Studies, Modernism/Modernity, 
PN Review, and the TLS. He is a professor of English at the University of Pittsburgh, 
USA.

Aimée Israel-Pelletier is Professor of French at the University of Texas at Arlington. Her 
most recent book, On the Mediterranean and the Nile: The Jews of Egypt (Indiana, 
2018), examines the work of Francophone and Anglophone writers in the context of 
expulsion and immigration. She is also the author of Rimbaud’s Impressionist Poetics. 
Vision and Visuality (Wales, 2012) and Flaubert’s Straight and Suspect Saints: The 
Unity of Trois Contes (Purdue, 1991), as well as of articles on French fi lm. She is cur-
rently working on narratives of heterodoxy and coexistence in the works of Levantine 
and North African Francophone writers.

Lizzy LeRud is a Marion L. Brittain Postdoctoral Fellow at Georgia Institute of Tech-
nology, where her research and teaching focus on American poetry and the politics 
of literary genres. LeRud was the National Endowment for the Humanities Post-
Doctoral Fellow in Poetics at the Bill and Carol Fox Center for Humanistic Inquiry 
at Emory University, and she has taught at Emory, the University of Oregon, and 
Willamette University. She is completing a book-length study on the history of the 
poetry–prose dichotomy, provisionally titled Against Prose.

Rosemary Lloyd earned her PhD from Cambridge University before teaching on the 
faculty there and at Indiana University, Bloomington. Her research focuses on nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century French literature and the visual arts, with a particular 
interest in Baudelaire and Mallarmé. In retirement she devotes much of her time to 
birding.

Scott Mehl is Assistant Professor of Japanese at Colgate University, where he teaches 
Japanese language, literature, and culture. He has published articles on modern 
Japanese poetry (in Japan Review, Japanese Language and Literature, and Southeast 
Review of Asian Studies) and on topics in comparative literature (in Japanese Studies, 

x notes on contributors

6637_Caws & Delville.indd   x6637_Caws & Delville.indd   x 10/09/20   1:28 PM10/09/20   1:28 PM



Comparative Literature Studies, and Studia Metrica et Poetica). His translations of 
Japanese poetry and criticism have appeared in print and online (in Japan Forum, 
Monumenta Nipponica, and The Politics and Literature Debate in Postwar Japanese 
Criticism). He is currently writing a book on form and translation in modern Japanese 
poetics.

Alyson Miller is a senior lecturer in Writing and Literature at Deakin University, 
Melbourne. Her critical scholarship and creative work, which focuses on literary 
scandal, the relationship between literature and extremity, and prose poetry, has 
appeared in both national and international publications, including two critical 
monographs, Haunted by Words: Scandalous Texts, and The Unfi nished Atomic 
Bomb: Shadows and Refl ections, and three books of prose poetry: Dream Animals, 
Pika-Don, and Strange Creatures.

Jonathan Monroe’s most recent book is Framing Roberto Bolaño: Poetry, Fiction, 
Literary History, Politics (Cambridge University Press, 2019). Author of A Poverty of 
Objects: The Prose Poem and the Politics of Genre and Demosthenes’ Legacy (prose 
poems and short fi ction), and editor of Roberto Bolaño in Context (under contract, 
Cambridge University Press), Writing and Revising the Disciplines, Local Knowledges, 
Local Practices: Writing in the Disciplines at Cornell, and two special journal issues, 
Poetry, Community, Movement and Avant-Garde Poetries after the Wall, he is Profes-
sor of Comparative Literature at Cornell University.

Jane Monson is a poet based in Cambridge, UK. She works as a mentor for disabled 
students at the University of Cambridge and was Associate Lecturer in Creative Writ-
ing at Anglia Ruskin University. She edited the fi rst anthology of contemporary British 
prose poetry, This Line Is Not for Turning (Cinnamon Press, 2011), praised by Pascale 
Petit as “necessary and ground-breaking,” and has two collections of prose poetry with 
Cinnamon Press, Speaking Without Tongues (2010) and The Shared Surface (2013). 
Her PhD, Crossed Tongues: The Crisis of Speech in the Prose Poetry of Francis Ponge 
(Cardiff University, 2008), focused on modernism and the French prose poem, and she 
edited British Prose Poetry: The Poems Without Lines (Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), the 
fi rst collection of essays on the British prose poem.

Margueritte S. Murphy is author of Material Figures: Political Economy, Commercial 
Culture, and the Aesthetic Sensibility of Charles Baudelaire (2012) and A Tradition of 
Subversion: The Prose Poem in English from Wilde to Ashbery (1992), and co-editor 
with Samir Dayal of Global Babel: Questions of Discourse and Communication in a 
Time of Globalization (2007). She has published widely on nineteenth- and twentieth-
century poetry and fi ction, on literature and economics, and on community-based 
learning. She is currently an independent scholar and serves on the board of a regional 
puppet theatre.

Adam R. Rosenthal is Assistant Professor of French and International Studies at Texas 
A&M University. He received his PhD in Comparative Literature in 2014 from Emory 
University. His work focuses on deconstruction, romantic poetry, and posthumanism. 
He is the co-editor of Oxford Literary Review 40.2, “Deconstruction and the Survival 

 notes on contributors xi

6637_Caws & Delville.indd   xi6637_Caws & Delville.indd   xi 10/09/20   1:28 PM10/09/20   1:28 PM



of Love,” and editor of Poetics Today 42.1, “Derrida’s Classroom,” forthcoming in 
2021. He has published articles in SubStance, MLN, Studies in Romanticism, and 
Nineteenth-Century French Studies, and is completing a manuscript on the gift in 
poetry.

Nikki Santilli is an independent scholar and early-jazz dancer/teacher. Her most recent 
research examined the relationship between prose poetry and the spirit of jazz. Beyond 
traditional research and publications, she has also danced to work composed and read 
by poets Jaime Robles and Vahni Capildeo. Santilli is the author of Such Rare Citings, 
an account of the prose poem in the UK spanning Blake to Beckett.

Emma Wagstaff is Senior Lecturer in French at the University of Birmingham, UK. 
She is the author of Provisionality and the Poem: Transition in the Work of André 
du Bouchet, Philippe Jaccottet and Bernard Noël (Rodopi, 2006) and of Writing Art: 
French Literary Responses to the Work of Alberto Giacometti (Peter Lang, 2011), and 
has co-edited volumes on contemporary French poetic practice. 

xii notes on contributors

6637_Caws & Delville.indd   xii6637_Caws & Delville.indd   xii 10/09/20   1:28 PM10/09/20   1:28 PM



Preface

Rosemary Lloyd

Paris, 1968. In my memory a time not just of political revolution, but also, and for me 
more vitally, of an upheaval in my thinking about genres. Our tutor in the “Cours de 
civilisation française pour les étrangers” sets before us two passages which she insists 
are “des poèmes en prose,” one by Baudelaire, one by Ponge. My initial reaction is 
revolt: how can these two passages, set out like short stories (very short short stories) 
without apparent rhyme and rhythm, possibly be poetry? Poetry is surely all about 
the beauty of predictable sound patterns balancing and enhancing beautiful images. 
Then I start reading, and I notice, to my amazement, that there is rhythm, that there 
are rhymes, that these pieces, for reasons I can’t yet explain (still can’t satisfactorily 
explain), are not short stories but something else, a mixed form that clearly offers a 
potential I hadn’t yet seen. Irony, sarcasm, humour, even the transformation of the 
banal experience of rain, things I hadn’t before associated with poetry, all seem pos-
sible in this new form. I rush back to my attic room in Neuilly and try it for myself, 
with results that I hurl into the wastepaper bin in fury.

I reread the passages from class. Baudelaire’s is “Chacun sa chimère,” chimères 
being for me the stone statues on Notre Dame, beautiful in their grotesque rejection 
of the classical beauty of statues, powerful in their suggestion of both wit and evil. In 
Baudelaire’s poem, the heavy rhythm of feet tramping across the great dusty plain, the 
alliterations that suggest a constantly repeating scenery, the unexpected image of the 
men bent over under the weight of their own personal chimeras leap out at me from 
a passage whose lack of the expected structure had initially made me reject the idea 
that poetry might be present in it. The sentence structure repeats and echoes the sound 
and feel of the great claws crushing the unsuspecting person carrying their individual 
chimera. One sentence in particular seized my attention:

Tous ces visages fatigues et sérieux ne témoignaient d’aucun désespoir; sous la cou-
pole splénétique du ciel, les pieds plongés dans la poussière d’un sol aussi désolé 
que ce ciel, ils cheminaient avec la physionomie résignée de ceux qui sont condam-
nés à espérer toujours. (Baudelaire 1975: 283)

The word games (sol, désolé), the repeating sound patterns (pieds, plongés, poussière), 
the inescapable rhythms (résignée, condamnés, espérer) and the overturning of Dante’s 
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line ordering all who enter Hell to abandon hope (Baudelaire’s people are “condamnés à 
espérer toujours”—so much worse) all shook my previously-held conviction that I knew 
what poetry was.

Although its subject matter was immediately familiar, the prose poem by Francis 
Ponge, “Pluie,” was more problematic. The fi rst sentence seemed banal to the point 
of pedestrianism: “La pluie, dans la cour où je la regarde tomber, descend à des 
allures très diverses” (Ponge 2006: 31–2). But then I began to notice word games even 
more playful and revealing than Baudelaire’s. The rain forms a rideau or réseau, the 
deadpan narrator’s voice informs us, releasing the word for water from nouns that 
would normally be resistant to that element. The precipitation is wittily described as 
sempiternal, the rain drops are transformed into wheat, peas, marbles, candy. The 
letter “i” in brise, rejaillit, aiguillettes, brillantes refl ects the bouncing droplets, and 
the complicated mechanism Ponge invokes to describe the rainfall becomes at the same 
time a metaphor for the prose poem itself , “une horlogerie dont le ressort est la pesan-
teur d’une masse donnée de vapeur en précipitation” or “un concert sans monotonie, 
non sans délicatesse.” And both the expression “glou-glou des gouttières” and the pun 
in “Il a plu” insist that poetry can be funny without losing the charisma I associated 
with it.

Over the half century that has, unbelievably, passed since that fi rst encounter, I have 
spent many hours delighting in, grappling with, and revolting against prose poetry 
(what, after all, is the use of revolt that is not periodically rekindled?). Teaching it has 
enabled me to see again and again that same rejection followed by gradual and some-
times only partial acceptance. In the essays that follow, readers will be able to explore 
prose poetry not just in many of its guises, but also across languages and countries and 
through time. They reveal the extent to which prose poetry, to quote Ponge, offers us 
an “amphibiguïté” that is consistently “salubre” (Ponge 2006: 33).
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